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Past Imperfect: Summary

This artefact is a study of the processes which affect the composition of a novel, both
before its conscious inception and after, and an active, interrelated and intertextual
examination of the role of the reader within the writer. It relates reader theory and
Bakhtinian dialogics to the inscription and reception of a text by considering the
reception given by its first reader, the author, during the action of its composition.

Following Bakhtin’s assertion that human discourse “always wants to be
heard...always is in search of responsive understanding...For discourse (and,
therefore for man) nothing is more frightening than the absence of answer”, this thesis
examines the ways that reader theory and Bakhtin’s heteroglossial dialogism affect
the production of a creative artefact, during and within the process of its creation.

The traditional reader theory of Jauss, Iser, Fish et al restricts the actions of
reading to those who receive the text, after its dissemination, and refuses to
acknowledge the presence of the author during such readings. Yet during a text’s
creation the author ‘reads’ it many times, including those mental readings given to
each sentence before it takes physical form on the page. When the multitude of voices
inherent in Bakhtinian dialogism are added to this compositional process, the
readings, reconsiderations and re-appropriations of each individual construction of
language create a fluid, mutative compositional act, whereby the reading of a text, in
the act of its creation, leads to change.

Both creatively and critically, Past Imperfect examines how these creative
choices are made, and why. It analyses the ways in which authors manipulate
language to create meaning, and the ways that the process of this manipulation itself
manipulates the author.

Ref: Todorov, Tzvetan. 1984 Mikhail Bakhtin - the Dialogical Principle (translated from the
French by W. Godzich), Manchester: Manchester University Press
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Evian

Lucy sells tickets at the weekend cinema. Once the film has started she counts and
separates the takings, restocks the snack machines, is able to hear distant shouts or
rumbles from the auditorium. Even before the last of the audience has left she
helps to sweep the rows of seats and clear the litter.

At the airport schools of immigrant workers move in shifts through the hours,
teams of cleaners dispersing through arrivals and departures, meeting, crossing,
moving. Their yellow fluorescent jackets mark them out, allow them dispensation
to breach lines of passengers or restriction. A few, chosen carefully, wear an extra
badge to get into secure areas. Two ride on carts, seeping liquid beneath them and
scooping it up from the plastic, slip-proof floor. Lucy sees them sometimes as
they pass the all-night café.

She likes the café at night, goes there when the beautiful quiet of the lake
becomes breathless. Not often, no, and her visits are not regular. But she will drift
from the small cinema with its back to the water, stand with a cigarette and the
rasping air, and realise that she wants that other quiet. The lake edge of Geneva is
faceless. She doesn’t see it as she drives through, although she knows it is there.
Stripes of blank buildings line the town, an upper-case neon sign on each roof.
She passes on towards the airport avoiding the glare, that conglomerate of
invisibility which has coated the city to make it any city, every city, while behind
and away Geneva lurks. She can hear it waiting, chuckling, busy. In the café she
rests with her quiet.

By eleven o’clock there are bags of rubbish stretched like lost luggage in front

of the check-in desks. They lie ignored against the grey, textured plastic. At five



they are still there. Manes sees them on his break, as he sees them each ni ghton a
walk outside to the terminal’s paved approach to fill his blood with unpurified air.
Morning comes late in the thinning cross-border mist. Behind him the Jura
mountains hide the sun, in front of him a field of other distant mountains drown
him, like the heavy green steppes of Darjeeling never did to his grandparents. His
minutes click away, until he turns to the endless sweep of the automatic doors and
walks back to the slow growls of his floor sweeper.

Evian suits her. It is seasonal, changing, welcomes different tenses of clientele,
the casino crowds, the walkers and skiers, the old who sit by the lake, the
fashionable from Dijon. Close to the elegance and the finery three good
restaurants can still see the angled crash of the roof over the pizzeria. It has hung
there forever, functioning to its ancient, modern design. Rain is able to fall on
three tables. The tourists use them before they take the back road down to the
shore, past the supermarket and the laundrette, to watch the casino staff greet their
guests. The boat from Lausanne sounds its horn four times. Eight minutes to
arrival, twenty-three until the film is supposed to start, Thursdays, Fridays,
Saturdays. On Sunday there is no show, out of respect for the town.

Evian suits her. In the winter she slithers to the foot of the slopes, watches the
breaths of skiers billow and rage. She skied in Colorado once. The faces there
wore different laughs behind their goggles. As evening collapses on Chatel and
Morgins the roads will spill with figures entering and leaving bars or restaurants,
rotating, the sweet sweat of kir like a shared word, boots tamping clear on the
doorways. The noise will distract and perforate. Lucy can return to her second-
floor apartment, facing away from the lake, four streets away. She has a balcony
to stand on, too small for a table. Instead she hangs washing, keeps a Japanese

Painted Fern in a brown pot. She has cheese, giant tomatoes which last her three

|89



days, books, four pairs of sunglasses. When the sunlight catches the arrays of spa-
water tourists she wishes she had something to regret.

Up above the lake, on the winding, cambered roads across the shallower hills,
jubilant trees spill in contained woods. They grow tall and close, pack the
partitioned land and shield the road in shadow, dark and treacherous, ice-traps
were it not for the slope of the tarmac. Those stretches are the only respite from
snow, a bleak and welcoming blast against the mounds to the side. Stakes driven
into the ground mark the edge of the road, small spindles before the ditch. Lucy
has walked there, forced her wide feet into strong boots and paced back and forth
between the firs. Her ankles stretch against the slope. She leans into it, hears the
ice cracking in high, desperate branches. Once she wore a yellow hat, pulled down
over her ears. It was late April in a year when Easter was early, and the few
people she saw as she switched to and fro on the walk from her apartment all wore
bright colours. She pushed the hat to the back of the second drawer down when
she got home. The lights were already on along the waterfront. Traffic surged
from the shore road below the hospital and all along the high route from Amphion
and Thonon, avoiding the scourge of the town.

In spring and summer she can smell the water factory. She knows the air, the
direction of the Genevese winds, has learnt to tell the difference between the
ripples on the lake, the mountains around her and the city to the west, industrial,
wealthy and eager. Until she was twenty-two she could not differentiate, felt a
single mass of scents throughout the year. The water, hills, town and city all
joined in a unified, everyday Evian, even with the restaurants and the pizzas
swimming in hot, swamped August evenings. On her balcony she would lean

against the railing and read, budget editions of classics, Balzac, Gide, de



Beauvoir, tasting the heavy-lined coats and cut clothes of the hotel above the
casino.

The seats at the café are green, the rich, swollen jade of ripe tea bushes. Lucy
clicks the lid loose on her disposable cup, beckons the scent to her with the tips of
her fingers. The table is almost at the right height for her. She tenses the muscles
of her thighs to feel them move, watches the messages of their shapes rise and
form. A cricket leaps by her feet. The air around her whispers into her coffee
smell, antiseptic, filtered, full of the night cleaning fluids, floor degreasant. A
trolley is pushed by, its yellow sack bulging with discarded travel essentials. The
sombre woman at its command bends to retrieve an empty sandwich wrapper. Her
hips creak as she returns to her leaning position, how many hours left in the clean
walkways, a distance from ending, spare wishes in her tired eyes of hope, travel, a
beginning with and for her children. The wheels of the trolley make no sound.
Lucy waits for her to move on, sees the wide rolling of her body merge into the
cream walls and grey floor, lights in every colour at the closed car-rental desks.
The brown cricket bounds on. Cages of new newspapers are appearing outside
closed shops. Soon passengers will begin to thrill the terminal with promise and
destination. It is safe for Lucy to leave now, before the hum of the air conditioning
disappears into the next daily parades.

The lake is clear. At its edge you can see small catfish and perch flit about in
the shallows, praying for bands of well-wishers to cast out yesterday’s bread.
When she was young Lucy hung chicken skin on string and enticed crabs to cling
on, pulling them clear of the water and into her blue bucket. They would crawl
over each other slowly, a living, changing mound, until the bigger ones were left
at the bottom and clawed at the preying sunlight with waving, slow-motion urgent

pincers. When she poured them back into the water they sank together. Her
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favourite moments, all the effort, to watch them disentangle and head off gently
for scraps at the bottom edges of rocks.

She is tall, as tall as you would think if you saw her sitting behind the counter
at the cinema. She slides tickets across and chants prices, calculates change. You
do not see her behind the perforated glass. Manes thinks he wants to wave at her
when he sees her in the sharper air outside the airport, or should at least
acknowledge that he recognises her from other nights. Fabrice tries to talk to her
under the porch of the cinema in the spare passage of the film, slowly at first,
words appearing like colours when the light begins to last over the lake in the
spring. The water is gentle and diffident, somehow impassioned. If the mists stay
high in the mountains you can see across to Lausanne.

As she watches or waits for her brother at the ski runs the children rush
towards her, streams of colour ploughing as they have been taught, knees slightly
bent, loose, an amiable willingness in their hips to flex and swirl. Behind the
weaves of children comes their guide, a school-teacher or activity leader, perhaps
a practised parent for the smaller groups, a smile as they pass Lucy and leap to a
stop, no eye contact when they shuffle across to the lift near where she stands,
watching. She is wearing a jumper and her dark green trousers, thick cotton. They
are not the clothes of a skier. When Jean-Luc arrives she will ski.

Near the foot of an intermediate slope three boys rake to a stop, easily,
complacent with youth. The last one switches the pole in his right hand to his left.

“It’s like it was in February,” he says. The deep, vivid red of his jacket lights
the snow around him. He is nine, perhaps eleven.

The first glances up the hill. A small crash of snow and ice falls from his lower

ski. “Last week was colder.” He digs at the softening crust with a white pole. “It’s

too late now.”
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“No, we’ll get another month. You’ll see. It’1] get cold again, my father said.”

“He’s just saying that.” The middle one drags his hat clear, rubs his long,
brown hair free from the sweat of the run. “He tells you whatever he has to, just to
keep you happy.”

“No he doesn’t.”

The first skier pulls his pole out of the snow, leans forward as if to push
himself off. “Are we going again?”

“I'm telling you, he doesn’t.” A sparkle of white hair sneaks out at his fringe.
“I’ve got to be home by four.”

The second slides away. “Bye then.”

“Yes, bye,” chants the first. He eases across the last of the slope, towards the
drag lift.

“Hey, wait for me.” The last switches his pole back to his right hand, grabs at
his goggles. He moves through their tracks, deepening in the sunlight. Lucy
imagines that one day it will be Richard skiing with his friends while she watches
and attends.

In the summer Jean-Luc swam across the lake without realising what he was
doing, an instant unmade decision without aim or consequence. The afternoon was
one of those bright, hazy ones, spare clouds dappling the sun onto the surface in
shifting colours. He was in the outdoor annexe to the pool, lifted himself over the
rope and marker buoys and struck out. His arms felt full, he remembers. They
wanted to pull him on, bursts and blisters of energy, expressions perhaps of a
fervent youth or its ending, sunlight and the summer, Evian. He looked back to
see how far he had gone and the town was a bobbing spill in the distance,

climbing up towards trees and hills. Lausanne was closer, an achievement, and he



knew that before long the high ring of peaks would begin to send shadows and
chill.

He had no money for the ferry back across the lake and had to convince the
ticket seller that someone would pay for him when the boat docked. Even then he
was made to stand on deck rather than go into the cabin. Evening rushed after the
lowering sun. The cold and wind made him feel more exhausted than he was, and
his shoulders began to ache.

At the quay a small crowd was watching the boat arrive, some to take it back
to Lausanne and some to greet the fool at the front, shivering in his swimming
shorts. A breeze blew Lucy’s hair over her eyes each time she swept it clear. She
waited for the curious and the knowing to welcome her brother, then stepped to
pay his fare, gave him her jumper and walked away towards the cinema. She
thinks she saw Fabrice there, shaking Jean-Luc by the shoulders, laughing,
slapping his face and saying “what were you doing?”, but she can’t be sure.

Richard was born two and a half years later. He was skiing by the time he was
three, held between his parents’ hands on the nurseries. On the coldest days Lucy
skis with them all for a while, then seats herself next to Jean for the long, swaying
ride to the cloudline and a crackling rush on the ridges of a black run, savage and
freeing. The morning is over and the snow is becoming emptier. Tourists have
settled in the hill cafés and restaurants, congratulating themselves. School parties
have gone back to their dormitory accommodation to prepare for their afternoons
of cultural activity. Jean-Luc and Lucy ski together, almost side by side, cutting
into the turns. They know where the ice will be smooth, where the ruts will rattle
their knees.

Cristina is Italian, prone to passivity. She stands with Richard near the counter

of the dark, wooden café at the bottom of the lift, waiting for Astrid to talk to her.



There is a lunchtime queue, as predictable and unhelpful as the confusions of
speech from the filling tables behind her. Astrid is short, without stepping back
can barely see over the till to serve the next customer, a man whose skin leans
towards her, threatening as he looks down, amber, rich, smooth. There are no
hints that he has shaved that morning, no marks or scrapes, no remnants of
stubble, yet the shades at the corners of his jaw and on his chin tell Astrid that he
shaves everyday. She glances up to his almond-skin eyes, puts a slice of chocolate
cake on the counter, a biscotti, and in her eagerness to move his dread away she
spills his coffee into the saucer and has to make him another. Cristina waits

patiently, motionless, Richard clinging to his tiredness and her leg.
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Evian II

Fabrice loved Toronto. Even at the airport he was aware of its variety, the accents
surging at him, languages, dialects. In Evian he heard different voices, American,
German, Italian, English, Dutch, but they were all stressed with the same tourist
flows and intonations. When he was offered the chance to complete his research
overseas he had considered Scotland and Belarus, but chose Canada for the ease
of communication. He still has friends there, mentions in emails the orange cabs,
green and orange, red and orange. If he was in charge of organising transport
downtown he always picked the black and orange, liking their implications of
acceleration, a sting.

There were other colours, the ubiquitous black, silver, a strange pale blue and
white combination which did not seem to belong, but it is the orange which
Fabrice remembers. They would spend evenings by the lake, he and his friends,
moving from one expensive bar to another, ending up always at Liberté where the
girls formed into groups of three or four and drank bottled beer while they talked.
He heard everything at Liberté, social news in Spanish or Hindi, Danish,
Australian, Mandarin, gossip in the background in Eastern European languages he
couldn’t place, Croat possibly, Romanian or Slovak, and all underpinned by that
relaxed Canadian slide, such a distance from American invective.

Lucy thinks Cristina’s legs are too thin. She is envious of her cleavage, would
like the simple, uncluttered messages of femininity it conveys, although she
would not want the inconvenience of anything other than her own breasts, the
attention to clothing, the comfort necessity of underwear. For Lucy, a tight vest

and a jumper is a routine, uncomplicated, thoughtless. But Cristina’s legs are too



thin. Richard wraps himself tightly to her, his arms cherishing, curling around her
thigh to touch his own shoulders. Astrid turns with a replacement cup of coffee,
frowns and shakes the light hair swishing on her forehead, an automatic
disclaimer. She glances up to his jaw line, up to brutal brown eyes.

“Thank you,” he says, and lifts the cup onto his tray. Two small forkfuls of the
chocolate cake are gone. Next to his plate is a half-crumpled serviette, stained
brown. As he lifts his tray the biscotti slides across its plate and tilts onto the used
wood, pivots there until he settles at the only empty table.

“Did you see his eyes?” Astrid asks Cristina, wiping a cloth across the counter.
Cristina doesn’t reply, reaches down and strokes Richard’s head, but the child is
asleep, clutched upright to his mother’s thin leg. Outside Jean-Luc and Lucy catch
their edges on a turn, fight the urge to collapse their knees and give to the ice, a
crafted strain thumping deep in the femurs of their inside legs as they push on
through the bite of the turn. They are below the tree line. It 1s fast and cold, like
morning.

The shops in Evian are designed to confuse, a welcoming strip of fashion,
postcards and delicate eat-in patisseries for the visitors, stubborn essentials for the
residents mingled in, cheap clothes, pharmacies, banks. Lucy drives to the budget
supermarket near Amphion, past the west end of the town, past the casino hotel
and the swimming pool. If she were to go further she would see the metallic
plumes of the water factory, bottles for tables in unknown countries. Or further
still the chains of advertised stores, shoes, furniture, electricals, neon restaurants,
the hypermarket squinting from a roundabout, but she needs only washing
powder, milk and chocolate, a few vegetables, maybe some frozen chicken. Worth

the trip to Amphion but no further.
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The road is filled with flowers, every kerb and junction daubed with planned
pictures in the blooms, the town name, the lake, fictions of trees and culture. Lucy
likes flowers, hears their colours as she curls around them, pauses to look when
she gets out of the car even though she has seen them many times before. Once
she saw Fabrice carrying two large bunches rolled into one. He was walking away
from the cinema, past the travel agents selling boat trips and towards the marina
and the newer, wider apartments. It was early afternoon. His shadow was hidden
by the old spa. She wondered where he was going, lit a cigarette and called out to
him, but he waved a reply and kept walking, behind him the stone and latticed
windows growling an echo. When he turned at the corner and began to climb in
the direction of the hospital she was happy and sad.

Alain holds his biscotti in the coffee, letting the liquid ease up into the biscuit,
permeating, softening. Cristina sits in the spare chairs across from him, lifts
Richard onto her lap and cradles him while he wakes up.

She looks briefly to Alain’s ferocious eyes, hard and set. “I don’t want to
talk.”

“Then don’t.” His voice is low and volatile, like a balladeer reciting prose at a
funeral.

In front of the airport doors Manes is pacing, stirring through the flow of
passengers arriving to depart, coaches and taxis producing more and more. The
wheels of suitcases rabble on the paving slabs. He is halfway through a day shift,
the luxury of light.

“Talking is unnecessary,” Cristina says, tearing a packet of sugar open with
her teeth. “And you wouldn’t hear me even if I did.”

“Why not?”

“Because I'm Italian. My accent is difficult.”



“I heard that.”

She shakes her head to refute his claim. “I don’t want to talk.”

He lifts the wet end of the biscotti to his lips, lets the drops of infected coffee
fall onto his tongue. In ten minutes it is gone, along with more mouthfuls of cake.
Two crumpled serviettes rest on his tray.

Richard wriggles to upright, or as close as he can to upright in the restrictions
of his mother’s care. She holds a glass of milk to him, aiming the yellow straws at
his mouth, then hands him a torn piece of sweet, cinnamon pastry. He chews
slowly, aimlessly.

At the door of the café a procession is always in progress between eight and
three. Skiers stand their equipment in the racks, loosen their boots and stamp
inside. Watchers tighten their coats, slide on sunglasses or goggles for the
snowblindness as they leave. Between seven and four Astrid watches them, serves
them, cleans up after them, on weekends helped by Martine or Beatrice, earning
their lift passes. She looks at her watch as she fills the dishwasher, wipes trays,
removes a gateau and a half from the freezer for the next day. It is quarter to two.
Almost there, almost time to fill the mop bucket, sweep, clean down the coffee
machine. A strip light in the display hums and she notes its details down in the
maintenance book for M. Guillard, turns the background radio up to cover the
interfering noise. An advertisement for a sale at a home improvement warehouse
rebounds from the shelf by the radio, branches at Annemasse, Annecy and
Thonon, every day this week including Sunday. Her parents would not approve.

Jean-Luc and Lucy have slipped into the low slopes, breathe hard as they glide
in the respite through the small children and tourists. They free their bindings and
slot their skis and poles into the wooden racks outside the café, pull off their hats

and gloves, open their clothes to the sweaty air around them. Luc buys hot
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chocolate for himself, Sprite for Lucy, and sits next to Alain, making him shift
along the table and move his black rucksack to the floor. Alain’s eyes are
unapologetic, Luc sees, even when he says “thank you”.

“She will not talk,” Alain recites, depositing a third smeared serviette and his
fork on the tray.

Richard holds out a tangled chunk of pastry. “I saved it for you, Papa.”

In Toronto Fabrice slipped always into English, his first words to a stranger
defining him as an Anglophile, one of the body able to converse with all, secure,
global. Small groups would chatter, couples or families, circles, acquaintances,
and theirs were the languages he heard accommodated, or more than that,
welcomed, into the organism of the city. Yet each time he sat in the front seat of a
black and orange cab he chose English, knew as he did so that the driver’s first
language was almost always other. Eventually he and his friends discarded French
altogether. When he landed back at Geneva he had to accustom himself again to
the vowel sounds, reform his ears and tongue to their creation. When he speaks
English to the tourists at the cinema they think he is Canadian, Québécois, and the
Americans hear his closeness and the separation.

The radio plays Brel, ‘On n’oublie rien’. Lucy adores Brel, the ugliness of his
teeth, forging sweat compelling in each note as it surges from his desperate throat.
His hair clings to his head, drops flail at the microphone in the black and white
footage, arms flailing the words, a certain strain of discourse as if he cannot
squeeze the phrases he needs, never accurate enough, missing, slightly to the left
or to the right, moments in front of him and almost in reach. Alain watches her sit
down, sees the marks of drying sweat on her temples, her tight skin around her
eyes and nose, the colour returning to her naked lips. She opens her can of Sprite

and drinks, leans to kiss Richard.
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“Have you finished skiing now?”

“Yes, Richard.”

The boy swivels his head to look up at Cristina. “Can we go home?”

Cristina looks back at him for a few seconds, then kisses his forehead.

“We’ll go soon,” says Jean-Luc, “once I've finished this.” He stirs his hot
chocolate, lifting the froth clear then plunging it back into the cup. Twice his
elbow bumps into Alain’s arm. Alain slides closer to the window and watches
Lucy’s reflection appear and disappear as the light flickers with distant trees.

Lucy sees Cristina’s hair rest against Richard’s head as she bows forwards.
She likes Cristina’s hair, its careful, cultured loops, swirls of night as black as a
hanging silence. Gypsy hair, Luc had said, when he first met her on the farthest
runs. It took him a year to catch her, or be caught, a season of hard crusts and cold
ice. She was back the following winter, fluorescent red ski poles leaning against
the window of another, more distant respite. Her hair, he reported back, gypsy,
and teeth which could crush you in their smile.

Her legs are too thin, and inelegant. “She walks like a chamois,” Lucy said.
“You could imagine her clattering over the rocks in the spring, looking for
purchase and new growth. I like her, Luc.”

“Good.”

“Where was she?”

“Cavaglia, on the Italian side of the mountains. Her father creates letters.”

“Letters?”

“Digital ones, fonts.”

“How did you find her.”

“T don’t know. I looked, and she was there.”

14



“Will you bring her with you on Sunday? Mama will want to meet her, at
last.”

“She doesn’t like chatter. Her parents’ house is quiet, ‘concentrated’, she
says.”

In her absence he had swum the lake for her. Lucy knew that, had seen him
striking away from Evian in the rhythmical flow of his heartbeat. She saw many
things. When the boat was making its last trip in the summer darkness its third to
last lightbulb was not working, a visible gap in the yellow line between mast and
prow, as if it was failing to deliver a message. She saw the exhausts of expensive
cars flick small sparks on the speed bumps in the hotel car park. Potential
customers read the menus outside the three restaurants near the post office, each
lunch or dinner guest able to hear only the music of the restaurant behind them,
never the one in front. She watched queues form at the ice cream sellers’
windows, then walked past them into the shop to be served immediately, or saw
the school children stroll past the lunch closed shops on their way home.

At the small supermarket she listened to arguments about weight or fat
content, half a kilo, cut that off, would lie on her bed to the sounds of afternoon
couples squabbling in other apartments, then close the shutters and sleep, the
water three buildings behind her silent, tideless. When she woke she saw herself,
in the late shadows her reflection gleaming at her, a good nose, small,
symmetrical, eyebrows always needing care, her short hair bed-worn but never
right, never that perfect waking hair she saw from the back of the cinema on the
few occasions she crept in, last, to watch moments of that week’s film. She was
almost proud of her mouth. It was a mouth to be proud of, her father’s, wide and
curving upwards at the sides in a perpetual state of alertness, apart from the small

scar on the lower left side where she had fallen on gravel, an arc of tissue so small
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as to be not even noticeable. She curled in her bottom lip and raked her teeth over
the lifeless skin, enjoying the lack of sensation as her nerveless teeth met the
nerveless flesh. But her hair, the cut, brown strands rummaged together by her
pillow, nearly elegant, almost graceful or erotic. ‘Cristina has beautiful hair,’ she
thinks, ‘I will talk to her.’

Brel sweats from the radio. “Excuse me,” Alain says. He sighs and angles to
move, leaves his tray on the table as Luc shifts to let him pass. “Thanks,” he
murmurs, looking at the damp patch on Lucy’s elbow where she leant against the
ski rack to loosen her boots. She still has her ski jacket on. It is cold in the café,
the outside chill rushing in whenever the door is opened, in spite of the sunlight
and the heated air being pushed around the ceiling. “Your sleeve is wet,” Alain
says, pointing to the darker patch.

Lucy rotates her arm. “It’s nothing.” She flicks the ring-pull of her Sprite with
her thumb and it clangs against the Brel. A strand of ski sweat clambers down her
neck.

“Your friend doesn’t like talking. She told me so.” He smiles at her, a
balladeer’s smile. “Thank you for listening to me.” He walks to the door, sending
shovels of cold back to their table as he stands with the door open, buttoning his
coat.

Richard whines again that he wants to go home and Luc agrees to his request,
the fresh wind on the back of his head making him lean to the last comfort of his
chocolate. Cristina loosens her grip on the invigorated child and allows the
eagerness to slip from her lap to the floor, where he crawls out and across to the
counter, picking bags of sugar and forks from Astrid’s attention. She shakes the
light hair across her forehead. The sweat on Lucy’s neck is invigorating and

decisive, holds the rushes of exertion. She lights a cigarette as they reclaim their
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skis, holds her poles and skis in one hand as they crunch to the car park, draws the
soothing, silencing smoke into her mouth.

“Fiat,” mutters Cristina. They pause to let Alain’s car pass by the end of the
path. A queue of six cars is already waiting to leave. Lucy sees the airport at night,
the beckoning quiet to follow the cinema-goers. She will read one of the papers on
the rack at the all-night café, balance in the depths of a tea green chair and allow
the words to soak through her, the news, the articles, pages of medical
breakthroughs and earthquakes, the obituaries and the needless squalls of sport.
She will consume the details in the business section, the financial reports and
company accounts jumbled in insensible necessities, move through to the
advertisements, jobs and holidays, the television guide for the evening before,
previews, recommendations. She will repeat sentences to herself, aligning phrases,
adjectives, reading and announcing the importance of it all.

By three o’clock she will have returned the paper to the rack, need a different
view to cool the tremors in her eyes from the graining, classified lights of the
terminal. There will be no traffic then, a far-off resonance of travel from the city
and its constancy but nothing at Departures. Frost will be shaping on the
approaches. Geneva will be somewhere else, an insignia of street lights, able to be
located yet other, away, like Evian. She will not hear it in the newsprint scattering
in her brain, the cold air, breath like the cigarette she will hold as she speaks.

Alain almost waves from his car as they wait at the cracked end of the path, its
breach at the car park tarmac. He reaches instead for the volume control on his
radio, the news.

“He talked funny,” Richard says, watching the Fiat join the back of the queue.

“He’s from the north.” A gaze of the cold air is lighting on Cristina’s cheeks,

as if she was the one who had expelled energy on the hill.
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“Where?”

“North,” Luc repeats, as if the answer should be precise enough.

“Yes, but where? His words didn’t sound right.”

Lucy looks back to the café, once. She had not heard his accent in his prose,
words willowing from his throat, the low, slow ramble of ‘your friend doesn’t like
talking’ making her think of Cristina as a mediaeval heroine, the forlorn love of a
troubadour patrolling the Berry countryside around Montlugon. Lucy had
summered there with her parents when she was young, strolled bored through the
fortress not hearing the history lessons. Nearby were the shops, another language.

“North of Paris, certainly,” Luc says comfortingly, lifting Richard into the air
to swing him into the car. “Belgium, perhaps, the Ardennes.”

Cristina is walking around to open the boot and slide Luc’s skis inside the
wide depths. “No,” she says. She knows voices, can tell even from the most
guttural sound whether someone is Dutch, German or Austrian, separates Greeks,
Cypriots and Turks in their breathing. “Industrial north, probably Lille.” She
stands aside to let Lucy rest her poles in the car, then needlessly adds “Hellemes,”

to reinforce her assessment.
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3

Manitoba

The streets smell of flowers and bread. Morning bakeries send knowledge of their
labours through open doors, shoals of Easter tourists filling the avenue of shops as
they take a break from the heat of the water’s edge, protection in the aromas
which draw them, crabs to chicken skin. Fabrice clambers through their current,
descending the slope back to the tarmac on his way to visit his grandmother. She
cannot see him clearly now, recognises his shape as he draws the blinds of her
room, knows him by the sweet cleanness of the roses in his silhouette.

b

“Doudou,” she says from the support of her pillows, cautiously arranged to
stop her slipping back down the bed. “You are a good boy now, Doudou, to have
come back to see me.” She does not mean back again, almost daily, but back from
Toronto, the continuous reproach of his work.

“How are you today, Maman Sulpice? Your eyes are shining. You must have
slept well,” Fabrice replies, answering his own question.

She curls her hand behind her ear, forms a shell to echo his words into her. “I
did sleep. I can remember being asleep.” The skin of her bent elbow hangs from
the bone, loose and translucent in the light angling from the blind. She cannot see
Fabrice staring at its pinkness, at the blood pulsing through used veins.

“Your flowers give you away,” she says, and lets her eyelids fall to take in the
familiar scent.

“I’ll ask a nurse to change them for you.” He feels he should sit down, make

audible signals that he is not anxious to leave. The light leaves her elbow as she

releases the effort, skin turning to blue, grey, pink.
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“It’s easy to sleep, Doudou.” She opens her eyes and searches for him, taps the
turned sheet next to her to allow him to sit. “Remember this, Fabrice. Sleep is
easy.”

He knows she is serious, restless. He hears ‘Fabrice’ and not ‘Doudou’, tries to
listen to what follows and accept her direction, after Toronto and the trees, but he
hears ‘sleep’ and ‘Fabrice’ and cannot join them together. He smiles for her, an
exaggerated show of teeth to show he understands.

“Maman Sulpice, I should have listened to you before.”

“Yes, you should.”

“I was wrong.” He rests the flowers near her feet and covers her exposed hand
with his own. “I’m sorry. I should not have gone.”

“You made your mother unhappy, Doudou.”

“I’'m sorry,” he repeats. “I didn’t know she would be so sad. She didn’t tell
me.”

She flexes her hand under his, touches his palm with her knuckles. “Would
you have listened?”

From Toronto he had gone north through Ontario, on to Manitoba and the
Riding Mountain National Park to look at the trees. He could have gone to
Norway, Finland perhaps, but chose Canada for the language. The deep strength
of wood was his life then, eight weeks in a study centre to hear the white spruce
and balsam fir breathe. At night he could hear their gasps in the consumptive
quiet, sways and sighs not from the wind or the motions of the earth but of their
own volition. He lived in their privacy, inured, triumphant. Days of rain or
stupefying mists left him engorged.

Each Saturday visitors would leave and arrive, along with tables of supplies

for the botanists and ecologists conducting habitat surveys, heavy, waterproof
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coats and pads wrapped in clear plastic, pens able to withstand the climate.
Laptops whirred against the walls of the cabins. Others spoke to him, shared cold
beers or hot coffee after dinner, and he spoke back. Accents were easily
understood, a cohesion shared in the clearing between the forests, unheard and
audible. When he got to the secrecy of his room he wrote or thought in transiation,
like everyone, accounts of the day, observations, statements to decry or confirm
particular points of view, then always a kerosene lamp as the trees held their
court, speaking their beliefs.

Alain appeared at the window of the ticket office. It was Thursday, the second
showing of an extended run, hot light clinging to the centre of the lake then
spiralling slowly away into the circle of mountains. He was carrying a summer
Jacket folded up under his arm and the sleeves of his shirt were rolled up to his
elbows. His left hand was in his pocket, trapping the jacket. The queue in front of
him edged forwards, chances to proclaim the same, one, two, a pause as Lucy
produces tickets and change, then another pace and a half forwards, another face.
He did not emphasise his presence, or hers. His was another face, brutal eyes, a
glimpse of hair beginning to break back through his jaw line, one, please, and he
left the window and hesitantly walked off towards the auditorium doors. Three
girls behind him, almost certainly not old enough to see the film, separated and
spread around him, two to his left and one to his right, flowed past him and on. He
squeezed his left arm to his body, moved his right hand to protect the security of
his jacket, and turned.

At the window a couple were each insisting that they pay for both tickets, an
affectation of care. Lucy dragged her top teeth across the blank flesh below her
bottom lip, in the moments of the half-hour before the film was due to start

enjoying the scene and the action, a hiatus to organise. Alain could see the glass,
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the man’s hand pushing his lover’s away and forcing his own in the space. She
wore a scarf, green like the algae on the rocks of the lake bed. He watched, the
man won his battle and took their tickets, pushed the few coins of change to her in
victory, and kissed her cheek. Lucy’s shoulder came briefly into view as she
leaned to the next in line. Alain saw it, the black of the loose material, wool or a
wool-mix, the shape and intonation of the joint beneath it invisible. The queue
was longer. He walked to the auditorium.

The carpet is faded red, dulled by so many footfalls that it rests between pink
and brown. Paths have been made from the single pair of doors at the entrance to
the ticket window and the connecting door at the low wings of the small screen
itself, barely able to seat a hundred and fifty, never full. The cinema exists, is
subsidised by the town and the tourists for mutual benefit, shows dubbed or
subtitled Hollywood films three weeks after the cities, French language films in
the spring and autumn. Since Lucy has worked there she has seen more voices and
faces come to her than she could imagine existed, their variety, their strangeness,
concave eyes through the perforated glass, fingers touching as she takes the
money beneath. She may have seen Alain before in other weeks with other films.
She may have seen him that day, recognised the colours of his skin or the fraying
hair above his temples, the jacket rolled under his arm. When the last of the late
had hurried through she walked to the darkening air, watched the ferry with its
missing light limp away from Evian. Fabrice was still inside taking tickets,
showing the final customers to their seats, and she was alone with a cigarette and
the water, ripples slapping secretly against the wall under her. Green and red
lights flashed in the distance to her left, a last flight on final approach to Geneva.

Luc and Cristina live above the town, on the flat roads beneath the villages.

They bought the house with her father’s christening gift to Richard, the rights to a

22



font which has proved far more popular than anyone could have predicted, more
profitable than any other he has designed. The font has curved upstrokes, tall,
graceful sweeps which resemble the walk and handwriting of a duchess, and its
capital letters are wider than usual, giving it an impression of seriousness and
importance. Two Italian banks have bought it for their corporate communications.
Cristina is negotiating with Vienna and Bratislava to see who will pay the most to
have it as their cultural identity.

Richard’s bedroom is next to his parents’, behind their view to the lake and
facing the trees at the top of the garden. Each night Jean-Luc has to perform an
incantation before he closes the curtains, Richard sitting up in bed with that
night’s book at his knees, watching the carefully composed message, no mention
of evil or implicit threat:

Creatures of the woodland,
Spirits of the night,

Happy is the darkness,

As happy is the light.

Keep your secrets close to you,
Bring no trouble near,

Sleep safely in your homes tonight,
And we’ll sleep safely bere.

Luc closes the curtains as Richard repeats the last line, “and we’ll sleep safely
here” shouted out, a laugh. He shuts his book and bounces to put it on the
bookcase, then bounces back to the bed and under the duvet before Luc reaches
him.

Cristina is downstairs, watching the fire. She has supervised Richard’s bath,
sung to him in an Italian dialect he knows only for its comfort, and is now
drinking beer, flames from the unnecessary but vital fire reflecting on her bare
knees. She is worried about her hair, stilted in the summer breeze, and her car,

which has started making menacing, groaning noises as she turns the steep bends
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by the woods, and about Luc, who has not yet swum in the lake this year even
though it has been warm and clear for weeks, almost two months. She lifts her
glass of beer to her eyes, sees the bubbles slip their grip and rush to the surface,
hears Richard’s cry of “and we’ll sleep safely here”. In a few moments she will
hear the click of his light being turned off, a final goodnight, and Luc’s soft feet
hitting the sides of the treads as he comes quietly downstairs.

The airport empties. Passengers collect their bags and are themselves
collected, or trudge to the long-stay car park or bus stops. The airline staff leave
and clerks close their desks, this kiosk is open from 07.00-21.00, at all other times
please use the courtesy telephone provided. In their place security guards greet
engineers and maintenance crews, tick their names off on the sheets in front of
them and release them into controlled zones. In the terminal buildings individuals
form into stealthy teams, merge almost invisibly in meeting rooms to receive their
instructions and equipment. They spread out into the abandoned halls, into the lost
sleepers stretching on benches or across three chairs, and are unseen. As he moves
to his duties Manes sneaks through the automatic doors, seeking hourfuls of air,
mountainous and placating. He passes two cabin staff as he returns. They have
already fastened their night-blue coats for the taxi to the hotel, pull their compact
travel cases behind them, talk to each other in German, Manes thinks. One is a
woman and one a man. They are the same height, pass him without
acknowledgement, but he can tell their genders from the pitch and cadence, off-
duty, casual, tired.

“Goodnight,” he calls out to their backs, an instinct or politeness.

Their wheels stop. In synchronised motions they turn their heads and smile at

him. “Goodnight.”



Jean-Luc sits on the sofa, falls against her shoulder and snuffles against the top
of her sleeve. He takes in the scents of her, the peculiar, individual languages
which make up his wife, soaps, perfumes, fabric softener, the effect her sweat
creates in them. A sigh surges into the fawn cotton, an emitted relaxation. He
smells the warmth of his own breath, its dampness and vapours.

“Why don’t you want to swim?” Cristina asks. Her hair is annoying her. On
the corners of the road her car makes malevolent, grating noises near the front
wheels.

“I don’t know.” Luc smells her again, and himself. “It just doesn’t occur to
me.”

“You could take Richard.”

“Yes.” He closes his eyes. She is warm, compact. “He prefers skiing.”

“He’s three years old. His favourites are yours and mine. Take him swimming,
Jean.” She pronounces Luc’s name with a harder J, forceful and demonstrative,
possessive. “We could all go,” she says, in a quiet flurry of compromise.

Jean-Luc lifts his head from the womb of her shoulder, sings a breath as he
looks and leans to her exposed cheek. In her glass the bubbles are rising more
slowly. He kisses her, lets his lips rest lightly against the skin below her
cheekbone, drawing on the last of the foundation left on her day. He is close to her
now, close enough to touch.

“You’re right,” he says, yielding. “He needs to swim. Let’s all go, this
weekend.” He sits up, thinks of standing then changes bis mind. “Did you get
anywhere today?” he asks, meaning Vienna and Bratislava, the Oregon Banking
Association, Arcson Plastics.

“The car’s not good. I went towards Martigny and the turns on the way up, the

noise. Will you call the garage for me? They don’t take me seriously. My accent.”
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“Of course. I'll do it in the morning.”

Alain slides a bag of shopping into the footwell of his car, fearing it will slip
off the seat and break the bottle of basil oil. Did he love Lucy? Perhaps he just
could not speak the love he had. He used the phrasing, said ‘I love you’ enough
times to convince her, the most apt opportunities, more so at inappropriate times
or in the wrong situations, almost as if by expressing the emotion unexpectedly he
could 1nstil in it more force.

He doesn’t want basil oil on the upholstery or carpets, drives gently to keep
the bread and peppers dry, the local Richebourg cheese, a loose packet of ham
sliced to his specifications. He has always eaten simplyL likes uncomplicated food
prepared without worry or precision. He sits happily with ripped, fresh bread and
a bag of tomatoes, takes bites from each alternately and chews his delight, putting
down half a tomato now and then to rinse his mouth with water or all of a small
glass of orange juice, then refills the glass for the next occasion and picks up his
tomato. By the time he has finished all the bread he wants his left hand, always his
left hand, is soaked in tomato juice and loose seeds. Whenever he can he finishes
the meal with yoghurt, uses that same stained hand to hold a large pot while he
circles a spoon in his right hand, pot to mouth, repeat, unflavoured, its plainness
settling the acid in his throat.

Lucy took him to restaurants, cooked complicated meals for them both to coax
an appreciation of subtlety. Though he would follow her example and savour the
differences he never altered his passion, and his simple food held a charm which
she could not understand. “There’s music in these tastes, Oose, can’t you hear it?”
he said. “A poetry all of its own.”

Richard had named her Oose. When he began to speak Luc had moved him

from Ma-ma and Pa-Pa to the commanding lake and to Water, which came out as
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Wa-wa, and Ball, Bor. The letter L contrived problems for Richard’s snipped
tongue. Eventually he managed to recognise Lucy as Oose, and when she
recounted the tale to Alain he took it for her, held her with it. He used it for
tenderness or to convey intimate sincerity, whispered ‘I love you, Oose’ when
they were alone, broadcast the same statement louder in public, a declaration.

But no, there is no certainty about his love. She counted up the small actions,
added notes to each one, implications, even began to listen intently to the tones of
his languid, lulling voice to see behind his lips to the vision inside. In the
mornings she watched him shave, moved a chair into the tiny bathroom to get a
better sight of his expressions. When he concentrated on the resisting
awkwardness of his jaw line she thought she could see an acrid bitterness in his
eyes, different from his normal ferocity, but it might have been the freshness of
his waking or the anticipation of breakfast.

As to love, she was as certain as she could be. In his words and eyes there
could be any meaning she chose, and she had chosen his love. What else could she
do? She can only hear the information given to her, take signs, read the shapes of
his face like she reads the day-old newspapers at the airport café, the feature
articles and business reports, the obituaries, the culture section, repeat sentences to
herself in the cold air and find her own responses.

She sees Jean-Luc and Cristina, accepts coloured traces from them, insights.
She takes some too from her parents. But her opinions ultimately have to be hers
alone. Not even Alain can instruct her on this. He can influence her, smile in that
imitation of timidity when he lowers his head and looks up at her, can take her in
his arms on the steel frame of her balcony as the quiet street below flashes by, yet
he cannot give her an accurate, precise version of his feelings for her, just as she

cannot explain herself to him. This is the love she has, given to her and by her. An
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amalgam of fractured messages, their completeness like a sound you thought you
heard, an animal to the side of you in the woods, and when you look it has gone to
the cover of the ferns and broken branches, and we’ll sleep safely here.

Fabrice left Toronto and headed north, to the wilds of the park and the
physicality of his research. As he travelled he forgot the orange cabs and Liberté,
carried with him only for the first few hours thoughts of Emily and her basement
flat on Charlotte Street, the winter ice creeping under her back door from the
outflow pipes of the flats above. The trees held whispers, recollections of other
lives, the peace of the lake when he walked along the shore, east from Evian,
through the spring dormant villages trapped between the train tracks and the
water. He was shown to his room in the fourth cabin, introduced himself to Jean-
Christophe and Kennet in the rooms either side of his, to Max and Diane from
Wisconsin in the double at the far end, then took his remembrances to the forest
floor.

It was raining, he can remember that, slow, fine symbols of rain clouding the
clearing. Once he was under the canopies he could take his camera and notebook
safely from his bag and watch the world subside. Time passed. He wrote down
what he saw, descriptions of the layout and structure of his forest, the density and
spread of trees, their interlocking arms reaching always for connection and clear
sky, the varieties and growth patterns of mosses, root weaves visible from huge
fallen saplings or ancient masters. He took pictures as the days left him, lichens
and dying leaves, decay as important as growth, inseparable, colours and contours.

In his third week he was taken, claimed. Max noticed it first, nudged Diane as

they all sat to eat in the candid electrical glow of the evening cabin.

“It’s got to him,” he said.
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Diane smiled, the cracked weather of her skin easing to Fabrice’s curious,
returning stare. “It gets to everyone, sooner or later. Don’t worry, honey.”

“What does?”

“She’s like a lover. She wears you down. We’ve been coming here now for
twelve years, off and on, and we see it all the time.”

Fabrice looked down at his plate, at the delicate steamed salmon and potato
tostadas. Kennet was the one who cooked, brought Swedish and North American
recipes together, appearing in minutes to turn their standard fish or chicken
supplies into new creations, cooked passions.

Lucy sells tickets, Cristina worries about her car, Fabrice takes flowers to
Maman Sulpice.

He slipped his knife into the silver skin, lifted pale pink flesh onto a splinter of
potato, lime juice, lemon juice. “I'm sorry, I don’t understand what you mean.
What do you see?”

Max looked to his wife, saw her chewing her own display of fish and
translated her knowing actions for her. “It’s like this, is what I'm saying. You
come here for whatever reason, a science project, some conservation program, I
don’t know, and you bring all your things with you, your books and papers, some
complicated research report or other on bio-diversity. A couple of years ago some
guys hauled arc lights and blow-heaters so they could disrupt them, and see what
happened. They lasted five days. The trees get to you, that’s what it is.”

“They take over,” Diane forced out through the fennel and oils.

“They take over. Sometimes it takes a while, but sooner or later everyone just
ends up sitting in the quiet, watching them. Unless you’re only here for a day or
s0.” Max picked up his Coke, held it loosely at the bottom of the can as he drank.

“And it’s not some kind of spell. Don’t think I'm saying that.”

29



“No magic,” Diane reiterated in the space left for her, a discourse repeated
each trip, adjusted, practised.

“But it’s like Diane was saying, it wears you down. You come here full of
aims and aspirations, wanting to learn about the forest, but it takes over. It tells
you what it wants, and you don’t get to choose.”

“She’s like a lover. She makes sure you hear what you need to so that you fall
for her, and then the forest’s got you. All you can do is just be near her, around
her, waiting for her to pay attention to you. And it’s never enough.”

“Never is.”

“That’s why we’ve been coming back up here all these years. Sure, it’s a long
drive, but think what we get in return. We come to visit, and we get to fall in love
all over again.”

“And not only with the forest.” Max squeezed Diane’s little finger, let Kennet
and Jean-Christophe rest in the refreshed quiet and smiled again at Fabrice, still

mired in his salmon.
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4

Geneva

Alain’s eyes are not brutal or ferocious, of course. They rest in their recesses like
everyone else’s, waiting for something to cause a response, an image, an inverted
refraction, a sound or touch. His eyes move. They shift to the source of attention,
react in dilation or contraction, focus, receive and determine. It might be his
amber skin, an inheritance of the south, the smooth turns of his mouth, the
serrated fraying hair at his temples or the flecks of eyebrows above his nose.
Marie told him his eyes were impatient, weeks before she left their house in
Geneva.

“You watch me all the time,” she said. “You make me feel like you want me to
relax, to settle. I’ve told you, I need to adjust.”

“I thought women liked being looked at.”

“They do, but you do it so badly,” she shouted, slamming closed the doors of
the bathroom cabinet.

She stopped making love with him, said she felt like she was being scrutinised
in her nakedness. For a month he tried to soften his glances. He kept his eyes
lowered to respect her and her wishes, until he returned home from work to the
abandoned house and a note slipped silently under the door, ‘I’ve failed your
inspection, love, Marie.’

He couldn’t reclaim the space as his own. Four months later he emigrated the
forty kilometres to Evian and took to learning the language of looking away. He
kept the black Fiat for its invisibility, a standard family saloon like any you would
see descending from the bottom of ski runs or glancing askance at the lake. After

he recognised Lucy in the perforations of the ticket office window he stood far
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enough away so as not to be seen, saw the cloth at her shoulder move into and out
of vision. He has to control himself. For if he is described for others by the
shadows of his eyelids, the darkness at his jaw line or the lustre of his skin then
that is how he is. Severe. Judgemental. Brutal, perhaps.

And though these definitions are instant and uncalculated they are the ones
which will linger, be ghost-like supports for all the subsequent adjectives you
could use. He will always be the one with the ferocious eyes. Everything else rests
on that understanding, not a first impression but an underlying language of
assertions and reasonings. He makes sure the oil does not spill on the way back
from the supermarket, eats simple food effortlessly whether alone or not,
broadcasting other images, taking his passion seriously. Yet Astrid remembers
Cristina waiting at the café, the day the light in the display first began to hum, and
thinks how she looked up to see his brutal eyes and smooth skin staring wildly
back down at her.

In Evian a wind is carousing the shore of the lake, switching east under the
shelter of the mountains and finding itself beating the shop canopies. Postcards
are blown from their racks. Newspapers flicker to expose their dainty inside
pages, a temptation should anyone be passing. The last few umbrellas stranded in
the café tables on the pavement are taken inside in a symbolic act of season. It is
almost five o’clock in the afternoon, almost darkening. Lucy has learned slowly
that the weeks after summer change quickly, light washing away in minutes from
the bowl of the water.

Like most she is indoors. It is Sunday, hours after family lunches to spend
rushing to fill the day, shopping at the large, advertised stores past Amphion,

cleaning clothes, washing floors, sweeping the balcony of its accumulated



autumn. The thin street floor below is carpeted with the mess of other balconies,
other apartments, and there is no traffic to clear it away.

There is no showing at the cinema tonight. She would usually pass the
discarded evening with dampened sounds, the television, the doors of her
wardrobe opening and closing, the hushed, hissed sweep of an iron, the pages of a
book turning in dulled sympathy. Later there will be echoes as she lies in the
stillness, footsteps above, arguments or snores to the side, until she turns on the
radio and falls asleep to its despairing murmurs, hoping for the surprising blisters
of Brel and passion to bound to her, his ransomed teeth, his grey sweat.

Yet on this Sunday she showers before six and stares at her reflection in the
steam on the mirror. Alain found her again on Thursday, the first night of a new
thriller set in Marseille. He waited inside while the smaller queue trailed to her
and away, gave her three minutes out under the concrete canopy to light a
cigarette before pushing the doors open.

“Excuse me.”

She turned to the ballad and the door crashing shut, steel and glass vibrating.
Rain traced lines from the canopy to the floor, ancient, undone repairs. She
dropped her cigarette to this presence and smeared it into the ground with the sole
of her shoe.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were there.”

“No.”

“Why don’t you just go in? It will already have started. Tell Fabrice I said you
could.”

“NO 29

“Go on, tell him I said it’s fine, if he asks,” she insisted, waving her hand

towards the door behind him. “The man at the door,” she added, to explain.
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“No, I don’t want to,” Alain began, almost moving, then stopped. In the frame
of the rain he could see the wide curve of her mouth. He watched it, thought it was
a mouth to be proud of, a mouth he wanted to see speak. She was quiet.

“You spoke to me,” he said. “At the café, when your friend didn’t want to
talk.”

“Yes, I remember.”

“Thank you.”

“For remembering?” She wished she had not thrown down her cigarette so
quickly.

“For talking.” He stepped closer, felt the rain being blown in over the lake. He
held his hand out. “Alain.”

She took it, kept her gaze to the steel and glass, the quivering wind. “Lucie.”

He was trying not to look at her. She was trying not to look at him. They were
trying to speak.

“Sunday,” Alain said. He forced himself to watch the rain in the street lights,
frowned as if commenting on the weather to disguise the consciousness of his
action.

“There’s no showing on Sunday.”

“No.” He looked back to her, looked away again. “Perhaps Sunday is a good
evening to eat out, a restaurant, now that they’re less crowded.”

“I’m normally at home on Sunday.” She traded glances at the dark water with
him. Fabrice would arrive soon for the ticket money, both of them for safety.
“You live here, then?”

“Now, yes. I moved from Geneva.”

She forbade herself from smiling at the word, the urge to claim the airport for

her own, a good night, a green seat and the newspaper.



“Sunday,” he repeated. His right ankle was getting wet, splashes angled under
the canopy and through his trousers.

Jean-Luc rang the garage in the morning, passed on Cristina’s worries of the
malicious growling near the front wheels on hill corners and listened to the list of
possible faults. He was waiting for the routine phrases, hard to tell from someone
else’s descriptions, we’d need to drive it ourselves, and arranged to leave the car
with them. Two days later he left early, before Cristina had accompanied Richard
to school, handed over the keys and walked the rest of the way to work.

The minutes on the roads outside Thonon soothed, time allowed to pause in
the cool hours before the sun came above the hills. He had slept well, a long, deep
night with no creatures of the wood or night spirits troubling the house, and the
knowledge of his sleeping bothered him, three nights now. Before the smell of ink
reached him, permeating his brain and making him unable to breathe, he wanted
to know why he was sleeping. Certainly Cristina’s words were resounding, but
what upset him most was why. What was it that left him unwilling to swim?
Surely he had not forgotten the urgency which had carried him across the lake,
instant, unseen, the same carrion sense he had gasped on the return journey,
leaning at the front of the ferry with strained, incomplete breaths pulsing,
shivering? Cristina then, and Cristina now, her strangling beauty, love like
currency or language, and yet he did not feel like swimming for her.

He waited for the lights to change so that he could cross the road and
wondered whether it was Richard, his arrival and his presence spiralled into their
world. Richard was consuming, was meant to be. By design he designed their
attention. But his trips and traumas were part of their whole, even his snipped
tongue, his delicacy of speech. Learning and teaching were movements for Luc

and Cristina together. He could not consider any seconds of Richard to be lost,
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valueless. Green to red, walk. He moved within sight of the print works knowing
as hard as he could that Richard was not causing him to sleep. So if not Cristina
and not Richard he was left only with himself, the potential influx of comfort and
security, Richard’s font, but he was spared the desolation of such thoughts by the
acid taints of ink swirling loosely in the air. He pulled open the side door of the
works, seeping toxins, and went inside.

Cristina is anticipating an email from Namibia, where a reserve has asked her
if they can use the font on the menus at the lodges. She likes animals, especially
those fleet-footed herds of oryx and springbok she sees split by cats on nature
documentaries. She has asked for written confirmation that the font will be used
only in the lodges themselves, not in marketing or reporting documents, sits
silently in front of the computer in the office at home and waits.

In Cavaglia she had learned to love quiet. Not that her father demanded it, but
more that she had followed her mother’s descent into silence, a void for creativity
to take place. When her father was working on new ways of curving letters or
refining pixellated designs of capitals the house would fall to a respectful reverie,
time hanging like a siesta in his concentration, speech and footsteps impossible
luxuries. For a while her older brother tried to force sounds, caused deliberate
crashes to the quiet which demanded words of reproach or admonition, but after
five months, when none had come, he threw himself to the honour of his mother
and left home.

The quiet returned easily, gracefully, became the natural state of being.
Cristina bore it with her. She hopes the email will be in English. She can
recognise tongues and languages in others but speaks only Italian, French and

English, the compulsory texts of her school. If the email is in English she will
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give her consent to the reserve, or Richard’s, for that is how she makes her
decisions, the benefit of her family, a subject she likes, a language.

Her shape is in Jean-Luc’s head, slivers of her black hair across her forehead
mixing with the peculiar, violet smell of shades of yellow ink. He thinks perhaps
he might have disregarded her too carelessly, that he was too quick to believe his
passion for her has not changed. Methyl fumes make it hard to concentrate. He
does not need to work, could rest at home with Richard and survive in the hazy
profits of the font. Richard is at school. It is hard to concentrate. “Would I swim
to her?” he asks, and gloss paper disappears in front of him, the latest insert for
the free papers, this week’s offers, coupon valid from the twelfth to the nineteenth
only.

The roller wash gave him headaches when he first started. He is used to the
chemical fumes now, all except white ink, the rare expensive prints onto coloured
paper. Soon he will sit in the front office and order the next run, define and
highlight the job requirements on the screen, check for compatibility. Her shape
lingers, Italian, prone to passivity. He loves her as before, personally, knowingly,
a small closing of her left eye when she is indecisive, the spread of her toes to
relax, a wish, a smile, the capture of her eyes. He will swim for her. The yellow
inks smell of violets and acid, sounds like the rapid threats of pulsing blood from
the blades cutting to the required size, trim, fold. They will swim this weekend, all
of them, Richard too. It is not Cristina. He watches the paper disappear and hopes
for sleeplessness.

Maman Sulpice is worse, lies in the spools of her pillows and fails to hear the
wind. The blind at her window has been pulled up and its cords tied away for the
winter. Her curtains are open, will remain pointlessly apart until a nurse closes

them again in the evening. It is Sunday, and Maman Sulpice can barely see the
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lights above her head now. The sense of light advancing and receding through the
window beside her has gone. She keeps her hand cupped to her ear while Fabrice
is there, will not give away how much her arm aches until he has gone.

“No flowers today, Doudou? I can still use my nose.”

“It’s Sunday. I didn’t want to bring you supermarket flowers. It doesn’t seem
right.”

She uses her hand to push her head into a nod, smiles grimly. “Thank you.”
Her shoulders have sunk into their supports. Clean, white linen lies under a pillow
from home, pale blue and edged with lace. A nurse said she shouldn’t have it, that
it could block her nose if she turned her head at night, but she insisted, ‘a
remembrance of who I am’, and refuses to let its case be washed. Below her
shoulders her chest has squashed towards her waist, and a small pain in her spine
is nursing her constantly, reminding her of her purpose.

“What do you look like, Doudou?”

Fabrice laughs, partly sincerely, mostly to let her know that he has sat down to
her right, with his back to the blank window. “The same as I did yesterday. It
wasn’t that long ago.”

“Don’t make fun of me,” she says sternly. Her voice gathers pace,
accentuating her seniority.

“You know what I look like, Maman Sulpice. You see me everyday, almost.”

She relaxes the fingers by her ear. “You are trying to be kind, and I thank you
for it, but it’s not nice for someone so young.” She pushes ruffled hair above her
ear, softens her image. “You must realise I haven’t seen you properly for a very
long time now. Please, I'd like to know. Is your hair still short? Your eyes, are

they clear and light? Do you look after your mouth? Tell me.”
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Fabrice grabs at his hair. “Yes, my hair’s quite short,” he replies, teasing it out
between his fingers and thumb. He wonders how long is short, how clear his eyes
have to be in order to qualify as light. When he was young Maman Sulpice was
the one who adored his hair, would rest her hands on his cheeks and flick her
fingers out to make the thick flails at his neck move. He remembers how he hated
that at the time, how it made him feel self-conscious, like he was being watched
and judged simply because his hair was long. Emily loved his hair long, would sit
astride him and grab at the waves at the back of his head, back in the warm
Toronto evenings, when his appearance was dwelt upon. Even then he was scared
by her nakedness, the way she clung to her skin as though she was clearing their
communication of anything which could be misconstrued.

She was beautiful, more so to Fabrice when she strolled away from the
bedroom to the bathroom or kitchen, her back swaying through her flat, her
shoulders and arms engaged in the next activity, almost remote. Through the
winter of ice barricading the door to the small, city garden he warmed himself
next to her, and she to him, pleading with him not to be so serious and intending.
As soon as they got in from the day’s shops and cafés or the night bars she would
begin to undress, slowly losing layers as the flat warmed. Yet it was not enticing,
insinuating flesh she revealed but her own comfort, naked and uninhibited.

Fabrice looked away, drew claims of protest and shame. He could not tell her
that it was her smile he was avoiding, the hot confidence of her mouth, a meaning
he took from the particular fit of her teeth and the centre points of her top lip. In
her smile he saw that Lake Ontario was not Lake Geneva. The tall, thin buildings
of six or seven flats were not the same as the old apartment buildings in Evian, no

matter how much he and Emily might each want them to be. Toronto has orange

cabs, he remembers that.
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“You have not told me about you mouth,” Maman Sulpice insists. “Are you
hiding something from me?”

“No, there’s nothing to hide. I am who I have always been. Here,” Fabrice
says, uncurling her hand from her ear and tracing the outline of his lips with her
fingertips.

It is Sunday. Lucy has showered before six, watched her face appear as the
steam cleared from the bathroom mirror. She meets Alain at the cinema, safely,
walks with him up into the town. The skin on his face is whitening in the cold. At
the meeting point of the three restaurants they scan the menus, looking for
something to say.

“Why did you leave Geneva?” Lucie asks.

“There was no one to talk to. I wanted less space around me, I suppose.”

Her hair flaps across her eyes more than it did at the quayside, waiting for the
boat. It is longer now, looser. “Sometimes I like parts of the city. I go there to be
on my own.” She turns to a different menu to stay away from the airport, the
starred mornings, light inside as synthetic as the walls or the static departures
board, 07.15, on time.

“I don’t like being on my own. It wears me.” Alain rereads the familiar list in
front of him, seafood and pasta, beef, Italian chicken. Marie, and her signature,
‘love, Marie’, the clouds in the whites of her eyes each day when she got home
from teaching, her fascination with his skin, the curve of his elbows, his forearms,
when he was still looking at her, not watching.

“Which one would you like to go in?” he asks, seafood and pasta, four choices

of salad, desserts.

“Maybe it’s the silence.”
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In the night airport, even on the drive there as the roads begin to quiet around
her, thinning, widening, the background noise is more noticeable. Electrical cables
throb. Lights ache against the darkness around them, the rumour of nothing.
Wheels on cleaning trolleys and cars loop whispers. Essential machines of the
city’s reasoning sing roundels. And in their magic, in a bass line beneath it, you
can hear the quiet tumbling to be noticed. These are the words which entice Lucy,
an incessant murmur for those who listen, understand, who can make out the
presence of language by its absence. The sound too which was left to Alain and
drove him to the rambling hush of Evian, to where he can talk, be able to look at
nothing. From one of the restaurants come only the clanks and scrapes of dinner,
from the others standard songs and melodies, music to be unheard and ignored in
conversations at tables. Shutters above clash shut for the night. If you listen
closely you can hear each wooden slat ringing out, distinguishable.

“You can’t hear the quiet,” Lucie says, joining him at the menu board and
secretly slipping her arm in his, the cold, the music. “You can’t talk in Geneva
because you don’t know if anybody can hear you.”

“And you? Did you mind me talking to you at the cinema, and at the café
before that?”

“I’m here. I can hear you.” She squeezes her arm lightly into his wrist. “This
one? My brother says the lamb is wonderful.”

Alain thinks of bread and tomatoes, yoghurt, water, and leads her to the music.
Manes is taking his last breaths as work starts. The mist in Geneva is different,
does not bring him sensations of the hanging dawns on the steppes of Darjeeling,
not even memories. A man and a woman walk past him, their blue coats and travel

cases swishing behind them. They say nothing, do not smile. The need comes to

him to call goodnight, but the quiet is not quiet.
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5

Cavaglia

Cristina has always wanted the kitchen she has now. At one end of the space are
maple cabinets, traditionally plain and severe, among which she has affirmed
simple, coded messages of her place and identity. The handles on the cabinets are
each different, some wood, some metal, some porcelain, two expensive, glass
idiosyncrasies from Venice. The counters are made of granite and marble, slices
cut into and around each other, speckled grey and streaked cream resting, here to
cut, to chop, here to prepare, ingredients neatly arranged, here to leave to wipe
and wash. She has included a few extravagances from Richard’s font, the finest
cooker and stylish silver or black appliances, a knife block with blades her mother
had heard about in Cavaglia, knives which could slice as neatly and silently as
words.

It is Cristina’s kitchen. The workspace is not efficient or ergonomic. The
cooking triangle is uneven, scalene, a walk to carry from the fridge to the granite,
a stretch to the sink and back. She has room, a table she does not need, an
extractor fan whose whirrs and drones interrupt her thinking. There is nowhere to
keep a tea towel. But it is definably hers, a proclamation.

At the far end, away from the cabinets and their haphazard handles, is a
second, smaller table for Richard, and past that are two doors. The left leads to the
dining room, on through to the lounge. Cristina is visible through the other door.
She is sitting in her office, a hidden shelter, facing the screen, waiting quietly for
typed interest from Bratislava. For seven months she has read their discussions,
the proposals and counter-proposals, has been promised a decision before

Christmas. Before she would have worried, mingled her scents into Luc’s ink
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when he returned from work, challenging him, anxiety edging onto her lips as she
kissed him home. But she has sold permission to a search engine, and she, or
rather Richard, will receive nineteen thousandths of a cent each time a page is
displayed in his font. If the engine’s predictions are correct they will be rich, a
quarterly transfer through their accountant, and the interest related from Bratislava
or the industrial conglomerate in Frankfurt are now merely distractions, quiet,
happy diversions for the clouded hours while Richard is at school.

Cristina’s back is straight, her legs curled up and under the chair for support.
She clicks through a last check of her mail programs and disconnects. Her long,
shaded hair is shielding most of her long, latin neck, slow falls waving to her
shoulders. Behind her Richard sees the falls twitch in that familiar way, her
expression of conclusion, knows she will be able to hear him now if he talks to
her.

“Why do the trees have so much to say in the wind?” He is sitting at the table,
his table, picking slices of cheese from an after-school sandwich lunch. The
emmental is fresh and expensive, hangs from his fingers without tearing.

The computer sounds its farewell chimes and Cristina swivels in her chair.
“They have nothing to say. They’re only moving in the wind.”

“They make noises,” Richard protests.

“No they don’t. The wind makes the noises.” She walks to the table, sits down
across the corner from him and drinks from his bottle of water. “Think about what
causes them, the movement.”

Richard slowly waves the slice of cheese hanging from his fingers. He pulls it
closer, leans his tilted head to the motion.

“[ can’t hear anything. Mama, listen,” he says, the last word coming more like

‘histen’, a stubborn, slow-receding interference from his snipped tongue.
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She smiles at his misunderstanding, even at his ‘histen’. Love, and its
reflections. The oak beneath her arms is fragmented, reflects its use and history.
She thinks for a moment how it would have creaked as a tree, slow, young sways
while it found its strength. The grain is marked with water rings from childhood
glasses, dents and scratches of Richard’s play, impressions of its purpose.

Across from her is Richard’s schoolbag. She pulls it towards her and unzips it,
removes the empty snack box and his jumper. An envelope is curled into the

bottom of the bag, where it has rested for at least two days.

The school will close for Christmas on December 20", and reopens on

January 4"

We would like to remind you that the children will be presenting their
play, ‘A Christmas Wish’, on December 19™ at 14.00. All family
members are welcome to come to watch the performance, written by
the children themselves. There will be a drink and snack party

afterwards.

Happy Christmas from all the staff, and we hope a prosperous New

Year comes to you.

Cristina reads the letter twice to confirm her reading. She is worried about the
school and Richard, see the failures of grammar in an alien language, ‘will close’
and ‘reopens’, the implication that the party will have only one snack and drink,
the hope that ‘New Year comes to you’. Yet it seemed to be such a good school,

the best in the town, and Richard was learning to speak and write fluently in spite
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of his afflictions with the letter L. She hopes the letter is an aberration, written by
an administrator charged with the action, worries nevertheless that they should be
able to communicate effectively.

She smoothes out the sheet’s folds and holds it up close to Richard, with the
print facing her. “Blow this.”

He blows obediently. The letter waves smoothly away from him.

“Blow harder.”

Again he does as he is told, makes the paper bend violently towards his
mother’s face. The letter refuses to speak. She turns in her chair, shifts her legs
out from under the oak tree and aims herself directly at him. With a deep, silently
drawn breath she blows the paper in her hand, and it crackles away and into itself
like a wood fire.

She smiles at the rustling and Richard. “Did you hear that? I blew hard on it,
like a wind, and the force of my breath made it bend and creak. Did you hear it?”

“Yes,” Richard says. He curls the whole slice of cheese into his mouth, as if to
muffle his approaching words. “The letter rustled. The paper made sounds.”

“And the trees,” she replies, missing his interpretation, “when the wind is
strong enough, it moves them too.”

“And they make sounds. I told you, Mama, the trees speak.”

“But only because the wind is moving them.”

“They’re still making noise,” Richard says, chewed slivers of emmental hiding
the ‘stih’ of ‘still’. He takes his jumper from the table and rubs its scents of home
across his cheek. “Can I go upstairs?”

Cristina looks at his empty plate, sees him pick up the bottle of water, and

nods. She watches him put the jumper on top of his head, the smell balancing
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carefully as he leaves her. She scratches at the oak with her fingernail, hears only
the sound of herself.

Jean-Luc has a headache when she rings him. He is sitting in front of the
folding machine, leans every one and three-quarter minutes to lift a hundred more
take-away menus into a box, two thousand three hundred to go. The yellow ink
smells like violets.

After she calls he leaves early, drives home in daylight. Richard is upstairs. At
the same table she tells him about their conversation, his apparent fears, cheese to
hide the letter L and misgivings.

“It’s almost Christmas,” she says, hinting to decisions about their onrushing
wealth.

“Tomorrow,” Jean replies, “instead of work.”

He has made them both coffee, drinks his to quell the violet headache
squalling at his eyes. He sips slowly, consistently, lets aspirin seek out his retinas.
She would ask him what he means, tomorrow, but he has relapsed into the release
of chemicals. The sound of an aeroplane comes from upstairs, moves with
footsteps from the bedroom and descends to the kitchen.

“You’re early,” Richard exclaims, and hugs his father, turning in the middle of
his hug to kiss the hair smothering Cristina’s cheek, an act of forgiveness.

She bends to the kiss, lingers leaning in its glow. She could try to talk to Luc
again later, wonders while he chatters to Richard about nothing where his words
have gone. For he has taken to her silence, the sweet quiet she brought with her
from Italy, the pure, sated sound at the edges of ski runs, where the snow is hard
packed ice. There are stains of lucidity on those edges, the same view Lucy

searches for in the newspapers, a corrosion sneaking around Fabrice in the
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Manitoba clearings. And Jean-Luc too, he rests in the evenings when Richard is
asleep, smells the rumours of quiet from Cavaglia.

She could try to talk to him, yes. But she has saturated the house and their
language, lives in passivity because she cannot be heard. She waits for Richard
and Jean-Luc to end their rattling chatter, tries not to hear her son’s use of H
where he should say L. What, then, ‘instead of work’? If she moves away from
the table Jean will talk to her, ask her where she is going or if there is anything she
would like him to do. Richard’s head will lift from his father’s chest to watch her.
If she stays in her chair they will continue to talk, what happened at school, their
respective lunches, a plan of play or Luc’s stories, intricate and warm. They will
not notice her silence because she is silent. The afternoon spins away with Jean-
Luc’s headache and Richard, fabled, fabulous hours. How can she be heard?
Cristina is happy to watch them pass, waits contentedly with the view of her
husband and son for another time, another passage of speech.

Tomorrow comes, carries a whisper of snow as far down as the town. Lucy
walks to the straight stretch of road above the hospital, feels passionate burns of
acid in her thighs as she climbs the loops and curls. She realises it has been
months since she walked in the hills, hears the cold calling her back to them
before the sloped tarmac on the route is too icy, before the spikes in the verge are
waving orange tape to mark the boundaries. She is wearing her old boots, a stale,
stable pair she bought in a sale three years ago, this weekend only, final
reductions. As she walks they are starting to bend again, flexion in the ankle
protection, a loosening of their summer wardrobe black stiffness. She nears the
straighter run of road, sees the dark grey cast by the trees in the light grey. Her

boots begin to understand her language of walking, and are easy.
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The ditch to her left, the downward side, is filled with the mulch of leaves,
sweating to themselves. She can smell their hunger, the act of rotting, of
generating heat as the weeks cool to winter. The bottom of the ditch is wet with
their sweat, water from the hanging air. Firs hold out their hands to keep their
portion of the sky in place. She thinks of Brel as she slows, ‘Vesoul’. Alain
doesn’t like Brel. He heard ‘Mathilde’ from an apartment across from hers when
she cooked him dinner, asked if he could close the balcony doors to shut him out.
She said yes, didn’t tell him how the fever of the singing made her blush.

“Fool,” he said. “How could anyone be that excited about Mathilde coming
back?”

“It’s just a romantic song. He loves her.”

“They why did he let her leave?” Alain smiled at the confusion. “I know it’s
only an expression of passion, and that’s good.”

“The expression?”

“The passion. And yes, the declaration of it too, but if he’s that passionate then
why didn’t he go after her, instead of staying at home with his mother and his
maids?”

Lucie flipped the plastic top from a bottle of wine, red to match the blood of
the meat and her new, scarlet tablecloth, bought for the occasion, his first dinner.
“We don’t know why, he doesn’t tell us. Perhaps he couldn’t go, perhaps she went
with her family. But his excitement, can’t you feel it?”

“No. Yes.” He closed the doors and the sound was gone. Wine splashed
noisily into two glasses. “It’s old-fashioned.”

“It’s romantic.”
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“No it isn’t, it’s unrealistic. It would have been more romantic if he’d gone
after her.” Geneva, Marie. He could have gone after her but there was no romance
to chase.

Lucy sings Brel to herself on the road, ‘Vesoul’ as a car drives past her, too
fast, too close. Alain kissed her at the door that night, a gentle, fragile movement
of his head when they said goodbye. She remembers how quickly he turned his
eyes away afterwards, how she worried then that he was only being polite, doing
what was expected of him. Three weeks and four cooked meals later he stayed for
the first time, at her tender request.

Another car crashes by. Its headlights are on even though it is eleven o’clock
in the morning. The light between the trees has its own colour, shades which are
brighter than dark but less energetic, as if the woods on either side are soaking
away the brilliance in return for protecting the town from avalanches. Another car,
silver, lights on full beam reflecting in her eyes. She wishes the full snow would
hurry up, to slow the traffic.

The road curves and slopes. She is walking downhill, comfortable in her boots
and the moments of quiet while the trees ache. Ahead of her and across she sees
an orange movement, fast and irregular, stopping, starting, stopping, familiar. She
recognises Jean-Luc and Cristina picking angles through the beech and pine
twenty metres into the wood. The orange movement disappears and reappears,
flitting in and out of her sight like Morse code. She cannot decide on his signals,
come here and join us or leave us alone, keep to your damp, cerebral road and let
us play. A hunger comes to her. Food, urgent and plain, something mechanical
and fulfilling like bread or fruit, an action for her jaw, as if the sensations of taste

have scurried to reclaim her from the scents of the ditch and the hanging air. They
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will drag her back to connectivity, those tastes, give her substance on which to
hold.

Yet before that rescue in the simplicity of her apartment she must say hello to
her nephew, in case they have seen her. She crosses the road to the dangerous
side, where the cars will not notice her until they pass. The Braille of trees makes
it harder for her to see through. Her perspective is shortened. Cristina is in the
open. Jean-Luc’s voice is carolling beneath the branches but Lucy cannot hear
what he is saying.

“Which one, Richard? Pick one. A tall, big one.” Luc has brought them to
listen. He tried to lead them past the top of their garden but Richard would not go
there, not to the night woods, not even in the milky, winter daylight. He had clung
to his mother’s legs, hidden, forced a sob to emphasise his resistance.

“What about this fir? Jean-Luc asks. “It’s very strong. Look how tall it is, and
how wide it is down here.”

“The house,” Cristina says.

Richard runs back to his father’s voice. The orange coat is still too big for him
and its thick padding makes his arms stick out sideways like young, mobile
branches. “It’s too big. It will make a loud noise.”

“Not without the wind, and there isn’t any. Can you feel the wind in here? Can
you hear it making any leaves rustle, up there?” Jean-Luc squats down, lets the
side of his head touch Richard’s. He points upwards. “Listen.”

“No, I can’t hear this one. It doesn’t want to talk to us.”

Cristina is before them, beside the tree. She too leans slightly to the bark,
almost expecting to hear the sap breathing. She watches Luc and Richard, her

need, her expression. Their faces are hers, and their words. “I think it’s a good

idea, Jean. But the house,” she insists.
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“There’s no sound coming because there’s no wind.” Jean-Luc’s voice
vibrates on Richard’s temple, a vivid hum through his skull.

“Perhaps this tree has nothing to say now. But in the night the noise is louder.”

“It only seems louder because there is less other noise to get in the way.”

Richard considers this, lifts his head free to listen for sounds.

“And there is no wind, so these woods are quiet now,” Luc says, pressing his
explanations into Richard’s silence. “The wind makes the trees move, and the
wood creaks sometimes. Think how logs crackle and snap in the fire. They are
made from trees. If you step on a twig it cracks when it breaks.” He looks around
for a stick, big enough to hear, dry enough to break, sees Cristina smiling over
them and the tea green of the bark against the black of her hair, a comfort, a
desire. For an instant he wishes Richard was not with them, wants to pull her
down and slide her free curls against damp leaves, or dive into the lake with her
and hold her close, watching the sunlight refracting on her naked shoulders.

He finds a fallen branch near her leg. It is thin and beginning to decay, and as
he reaches out to take it he brushes his hand against her ankle. She twitches. He
rubs the inside of her calf and squeezes it, more than affectionately, then takes
hold of the branch and withdraws, happy in the passion she has shown to his idea.
He has a plan for the house, believes it won’t cause them concern.

Behind their low forms Cristina recognises Lucy stepping carefully across the
ditch by the road. Her coat is brown and undone, catches on the few brambles able
to survive in the light of the road. Lucy’s black boot slips on mud under leaves
and she has to tilt her body forward to catch her balance. She is more used to
resistance, Cristina thinks, or snow.

“T’11 make this bend and break,” Jean says to Richard. “You’ll hear sound, and

it will be me making it happen.”
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Lucy is behind them, stops to let the action take place in precious quiet. A car
goes past on the road, thirty metres away. Its engine note and wheel rumbles fade,
like light.

“Alain must be good for you,” Cristina says. “You would have fallen before,
when you slipped.”

The branch cracks cleanly. Its crack has no echo, not in the winter when there
is less growth on which to rebound. Richard’s eyes are startled wider, in spite of
his expectation.

“You made a loud noise.”

“Yes, I did.” Jean-Luc drops the broken pieces of branch and hugs Richard,
one arm wrapped around his ribs so that their cheeks are touching, Richard
squeezes back in excitement, hoping to generate a moment for him to be spun
around.

When no spinning follows he pulls an arm free and picks up one half of the
branch, holds the dry, white end out to Cristina. “Papa made a loud noise, didn’t
he?” he says, then swivels back to his hug, the snapped end waving around
dangerously.

“Yes, I did,” repeats Jean-Luc. “And at night the wind makes the noises, not
the trees.”

Richard does not hear him. He has twirled so far around that he has seen Lucy,
and points the splinters at her. “Oose.”

Luc looks up at Cristina’s eyes, watching Lucy. He sees her recognition,
beyond that a frame in the brown-grey light of his wife and her small, needing
clamours. He senses the need to hold her again, this time not in passion but with

the claim of what he calls love, to keep her in a warm, safe embrace, be near the
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smell of her, a want just to feel her body breathing, the swell, the fall, her mouth
and those dark wood eyes resting happily, where they choose.
Without turning away from her face of letting go of Richard he calls out to his

sister, standing still in the silence behind him. “Luce, we’re going to spend some

of the font money.”

“Qose,” shouts Richard.



6

Toronto

Fabrice stopped in Toronto only for the shortest of recollections on his way back
from the study cabins of Manitoba. He wanted to be alone, left quickly for the
airport and the desertion of five hours until his flight, away from the intimations
of Emily and her naked affection. She had said as much as she could, held back
the coercion of love and all its accompanying stresses, the lowering of her gaze, a
shine of the curves of skin on her upper arms. Instead she made them both tea as
he unpacked his things from the trip and repacked his bags for Evian.

“So how did the research go? Did you find what you wanted?”

“Perhaps.”

“And now it’s back to France, to write up all the work.”

“Yes.”

She was standing by the sink, trying not to rest nonchalantly while he gathered
the possessions he had left with her. It would be unfair to sit, she thought. Too
much like abandonment. They had not declared anything, made promises or
imagined together what might happen afterwards. But that’s not to say that it was
casual, a coupling merely for a season, convenience, opportunity. No, their
courtship had been natural, fulfilling, and it was only as he sought out the few
missing clothes that she realised the finality of his weeks in the National Park.

“Your good trousers are in the wardrobe. I washed them.”

“Thanks.”

“On the right, second shelf from the bottom.”

“Thanks,” Fabrice repeated. She was fully dressed. Their conversation was

more than polite. It frightened him that they could be so courteous and
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unconnected when they had been intricate, unprotecting. Perhaps it was the lack
of self-preservation before, or more the lack of need for self-preservation. The
longed-for summer would arrive soon enough. Fabrice knew that her face would
not be the same when he next saw it, if he ever did.

“What was it like, at Riding Mountain?”

He had found his good trousers, folded neatly beneath two pairs of hers which
she had worn while he was away. He took hold of hers, lifted them gently to slide
his out. He didn’t know what to say, how to describe the trees and their moods.

“The cabins were better than I thought they would be.”

Later, at the airport, he remembered that phrase and wondered how he had
come to choose it. She had asked about the park and he had answered with the
cabins. Why? And why, after her tea-stained silence, had he then gone on to talk
about Jean-Christophe and welcome conversation in French, about Kennet
looking for Scandinavian forests in other countries, about Max and Diane? He
kept their proclamations about the trees to himself, of course. He had not had an
affair with the forest, in spite of Diane’s knowing, reflexive insistence, ‘she’s like
a lover’. No, that was not him. He was not romantic about the basics of
regeneration and decay. But he told Emily how Max and Diane used to intertwine
their little fingers as they ate. That, and the cabins.

“It’s probably the only physical contact they ever have,” she said, a flash of
her eyes slipping some of her clothing from her shoulder, an intimation of herself,
their past.

He had almost finished packing, drew his trousers out from under hers. This is
what it feels like to pull apart, he thought, to slide out and away. The cotton of his

good trousers moved easily across the thicker, heavier blend of hers.



“Do we have time to eat?” She spoke lightly, feeling the brutality of the

apartment.

“No.”

“What time’s your flight?”

“Twenty past two,” he lied. “T’d better get going. You know what the traffic is
like before lunch.”

At the airport he found his check-in desk and wandered around the terminal. A
large, roof-high area at one end of the building was shielded by long, flat sheets of
whitewashed wood, with unmarked sheets of opaque plastic fixed to the screen as
some kind of intermittent decoration or deterrent. Fabrice walked past the not-
signs, wound an arc along the edge of the great, hidden chamber. Eventually he
went outside, to the cold drizzle and mist so unlike that of the forest, and rested
his forehead against the tinted glass to peer through.

The secret, private room was blank. Stray cables curled in loops from gaps in
the ceiling. Dust and lethargy lay on the floor like winter light settled on Evian.
He thought of home and of Emily. To his left, in the deep of the chamber, a
second, interior wall of wood was spread across the entrance to the temporary
world of the departure lounge, No Entry and No Exit signs straddling the doorless
opening in two languages. For a reason he could not explain he noticed the French
first, saw it caverning out at him even though all the signs in the airport were
bilingual.

Emily. Accéss Interdite and Sans Issue. He took the magnetic monorail to
Terminal Three, found a snack bar in which to waste time and the last of his
dollars.

Lucy will help, as Lucy does. At the water’s edge she is avoiding talking to

Fabrice’s predecessor in the cinema hours. Jacques is nineteen and annoying,
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nothing like that other Jacques with his foul, rampaging teeth and impassioned
sweat. She has seen the black and white footage of Brel, the cunning shadows and
light to make him historical, a myth. On the stage beneath him the penumbral
circles vibrate when he kicks out to emphasise. Hear me, his characters plead.
Listen to what I have to say. This is life, my death, and yours.

The lake breathes back to her. This Jacques, in full glorious colour, is nothing
like life. Once he tried to touch her, rubbed his hand on her back and let his arm
fall over her shoulder. She pulled swiftly to her right, twisting away, knowing that
it was only arrogance or youth, an imagined cinematic camaraderie perhaps. Since
then he has held himself to speech. When the auditorium doors have closed and
the audience is securely in its seats he follows her outside, ‘a full room’ or ‘I
thought there would have been more for this’ leading him towards her. When
Lucy was young she fished for crabs with pieces of chicken skin, piled them up
into her bucket. Jacques keeps his space away from her, late trickling sun and the
sounds of Evian behind her, waking. She lets him speak to her, turns and nods
politeness, a random smile if he happens to continue, but he loses force without
her replies, drags and drifts into nothingness as the daily chatter dies.

She can see across the lake, a swimmer’s destination, can turn to her left or
right to the headlands pushing out, sequences of eager spills. On some there are
trees, natural expansions of woodland on land fallen from the mountains. On
others there are villas with private quays, swings for children, a place to park and
watch the light fall on the water, as Lucy does now.

Yes, she will help. The silence comforts her. Jacques will take the delicate
values of his nineteen years and set them to work in a restaurant, charming tips
from the tourists and contacts from the residents. He will lead six girls into his

bedroom that summer, enthuse them in a resemblance of passion. Three times a
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girl will leave with disappointment. The other three times he will wake and
wonder why he finds himself in the empty spaces of his chest, behind his
breathing.

When Jacques departs for the restaurant and a social whirl Fabrice will take
the job at the cinema to fill the quiet of his return, though he does not yet know it.
At the water Lucy will help. In Terminal Three he chewed slowly on the oversized
slice of pizza his dollars had offered him, a reheated performance of a regular
incident. The slices of tomato were oily and yet still dry. The cheese was tough,
pre-cooked and stale. It made him think of young days with Lucien, whose family
owned an Italian restaurant and refused to use anything other than the finest
Neapolitan mozzarella. Lucien and he would be given the delicacy of cold pizza,
on which the mozzarella was always congealed into sinewy, organic pools. The
Canadian offering was worse. Tepid strings of hydrogenated vegetable fat
pretended to be hot, fresh cheese. He thought of France and her customs, the
wondrous range and styles of cheeses, innate definitions of the beauty of the hills
and herds, wide green fields leading to a single milkman and cheesemaker in his
kitchen and cellar, prime, raw curd, infected with young old bacilli, naked.

Emily, naked under the lips of her clothes. From a souvenir shop on the
concourse he heard the clear lifts of an Irish accent, the sound instantly
recognisable from the Toronto lakefront and the bars near Liberté. South of
Dublin, Fabrice thought. Perhaps even as far down as Carlow. He pulled another
slice from the plate, gazed down at the oils and yellow laces, and lost his appetite.
The food had only been a diversion to kick away the hours. Three more until he
left her.

The airport was cold. Air purifiers cleansed and cycled, pumped brisk, chilled

gasps into the terminals. Fabrice saw the hairs on his wrist standing up in the
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brittle air, looked from his watch to the ceiling vents and the spare breaths urging
towards him. He stood up to walk to the Irish voice, a passage of time. Its female
owner was selling towels with pictures of seals and huskies to two elderly tourists,
who were clumsily shifting and swapping their bags to free a hand for a wallet.

“Guaranteed quality, they are, and there’s an address here on the label if you
have a problem, which I know you won’t. There you go, would you like a bag?
What brings you to Canada then? A holiday, I’ll guess, I've never been to the Far
East myself, but I'd like to, sorry, your passport, Cambodia.” She was older than
her voice. Her greying hair and black, magpie eyes made Fabrice think of the
seals on the towels, as if one of them had hidden themselves away in the capitalist
world and was secreting funds back to the rest of the herd, corruption from within.
He could not understand how she had chosen to represent herself as Irish, but the
deceit was working. The tourists were led to matching bathrobes “as clean and
pure as the Yukon snow.” Their purchases grew. They were swept by her
cadences, caught by their lack of her language and the swift, including smiles of
her words. Carlow, he thought, almost certainly.

“Excuse me,” he said, when the Cambodian couple had retreated, beaten and
happy. “Have you lived in Toronto for a long time?”

She stole shy magpie glimpses at his shoes and watch, at the strap of his
rucksack broken by a cut branch in Manitoba. “About fourteen years now. My
husband moved us here when they closed the plant back home, rest his soul. Why
do you ask, now?” She stressed the H in why, aspirating it unnecessarily, Ireland,
her husband, an unexpected remembrance, welcome and warm.

“You’ve kept your accent,” he said, adding “I have friends in Casteldermot,”

to elicit confirmation.



“Castledermot. Near Carlow? I think one of my cousins moved near there, but
I’ve so many it’s hard to keep track. I've never been myself.”

“No?”

“No. Before we moved here I hadn’t been anywhere. There was the odd trip
into Dublin, for shopping and all, and we used to visit my grandparents in Antrim
before the borders became, you know, awkward. But apart from that I just stayed
in Finglas. I grew up there, I met my husband there, and I lived there with him
until he was relocated over here. Do you know Finglas? Of course it’s part of
north Dublin now, but back then it was a town all by itself.”

Fabrice looked behind her, saw the precious tourist images of Canada, wolves,
polar and brown bears, beavers, the mounted police statuettes, a small case
containing hand-made jewellery depicting totems and inukshuks, delicate silver
Canadian geese in flight. To his left he saw the maple leaf on every white or red
sweater, rows of caps and shirts, above them boxes of chocolates, jars of syrup.
But those keepsakes were of another Canada, not the one which Max and Diane
knew, where the trees fell in love and the cabins hummed with anticipation and
desire. And it was not Emily’s Canada, skin in the light from the bathroom
window, open sandwiches of cheese and ham in front of the television or under
the sounds from her radio, in bed, warm and untroubled, nor was it the black and
orange cabs with their sting as they zipped through the cold night streets to
another evening at the waterfront.

He longed instantly to be clear of the airport, to be free at 38,000 feet heading
back to the stiller waters at Evian. Canada was not his country, not anymore. It
was as foreign to him as Finglas was to the accent before him, still swaying to its
own rhythm, twitching here and there about the stone house and the luxury now,

in spite of her husband’s death, God rest his soul.
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“I have to catch my flight.”

“Of course you do. Listen to me here, going on and on. Have a good trip now,
won’t you? Are you sure you wouldn’t like a book or something, to remember the
place by? I can see you haven’t been here on holiday, but from the look in your
eye I'd say you weren’t coming back in a hurry. A shame, though, because it’s a
marvellous land.”

In the café Astrid is preparing for summer. She turns off the tall freezer and
empties it of its winter supplies, throws away most of the cakes, the light
cheesecakes and pastry concoctions, places the dark chocolate entities in the
coldest fridge while ice drips from the freezer’s shelves. April, and the snow has
begun to seep into the hillsides. The trade changes. Weekends only, until the
holiday season and the migration to the deep lined green.

“What will you do now?” Lucy asks. She is leaning, trying not to make Astrid
aware of her height. Behind her two small families have been prising the last from
the slopes while they can, children collected from school in the expanding
afternoon light to be rushed to the high lifts, where the snow persists. They are
talking loudly. The radio is off and the younger voices ricochet around the still,
wood chamber.

“Now? I’ve just got to adjust the till for the new prices and clean out the pastry
display, then we can sit down and talk, if that’s what you want.”

“But this is closing now.”

Astrid looks at the clock on the far wall, white face, black streaks. “It’s only
three. There’s an hour to go yet.”

It is raining, a wide, persistent spring rain pushing the low snow deep into the
ground. The windows of the café are smeared with condensation and a faint heat.

Tce cracks loose in the freezer. It echoes as it lands, bounces fragments through
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the open door onto the newspaper below. Astrid turns at the sound, sees the dark
grey damp widening. Lucy sees the business pages, revenue, competition,
combustion.

Astrid makes them both fresh coffee and sits at the table nearest the counter,
an easy escape for her should another customer arrive. The snow is washing
through the grass.

“What shall I do until the summer, Lucy? I have to do something. The
weekend isn’t enough to keep me going.”

“I don’t know.”

“April. Everything changes, just when I get settled into it.”

Lucy listens for more ice falls but the children are too loud. Drips cannon like
the repeating of a heartbeat, hollow and insistent. Perhaps you imagine that she is
hearing the silence between them, the emptinesses, there in that wooden building
wedged between the top of the road and the bottom of the slopes. Or that she is
listening to the heat fading into trails of water on the windows. What led her there,
to that silence, caused her to listen for a heartbeat, while rain fell on the town,
waiting, watching?

In the footwell of a black Fiat a bag of freshly bought apples and lemons rolled
around the corners of Geneva. Alain had chosen the apples carefully, looked
attentively into the boxes to find the ones he wanted. He had often stopped at that
particular corner, at the long, thin shop which refused to close in spite of the
pressures of the city. There he would buy more bottles of water to replenish, fresh
herbs and oils, slices of that peculiar Polish sausage. Sometimes he would walk
through the alleys to the old town and gaze through the windows of the shoe

shops and the bright, sparse boutiques, looking for a particular shade of apple



green, the colour of passion. The lemons too were for Marie, but she has already
gone.

The streets were wet, he remembers, like they seemed to have been all winter,
even on the dry days of November and February, between the snows. He turned
the car towards home, followed an automatic path from the active thoughts of
shopping. The tyres slipped noisily on the tarmac. The news had finished and he
turned off the radio to hear the road shrinking into him. A fruit rolled free of the
bag, detaching itself from the company of apples and lemons. Alain heard it echo
as he cornered, felt the mirror of the road at the edge of his sight and hearing. He
glanced down to realise the image of the fruit, apple or lemon, cruel eyes beating
into the gloom, saw the red skin against the dark charcoal carpet. The inside wheel
hit the kerb and bounced the car back across the damp. The apple too, reacting to
the sudden, unsuspected forces, recoiled from its demonstration and clung back to
the crowd, yellow, red, vague shaping shades of green as Alain’s hands slipped to
instinct on the wheel. The noise of the road changed its pitch.

When Geneva is wet the city busies itself in the lustre. Business umbrellas
become more than accessories of power, symbols as realised as the neon stripes
denominating wealth on the office buildings. The cars and coats are another way
to be heard, identifying marks which saunter through the streets, never rushing,
time to spare. Newspaper kiosks and bus stops retreat into themselves, seek
protection from the spray in condensed, huddled masses, yearning against the
weather. On the corner of rue de la Servette and place de Montbrillant a vendor
closed the side doors of his kiosk to protect his magazines as the rain began to fall
again, a light, sweeping rain he knew from the red ski runs at the top of his

favourite hill, advanced, experienced skiers only, beware of low clouds and trees.
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He held his newspapers in place with three orange bricks, bright in the sun but
dampened without it to rust, was known as L’Homme Rouille to the regulars who
bought from him on their way to the station in the early mornings. As the apple
brought another rustle from the bag he heard the complaints of tyres and looked
up to see the dull crunch of metal and metal, the subdued splintering of headlights,
Alain’s Fiat slipping across and into the front of an oncoming car. For two hours
the police inspected the impact, took details and swept the road. L’Homme
Rouille had closed up his kiosk. Alain drove his damage home in semi-darkness,
his one working headlight picking out half the route. He left the lemons in the car,
remembered to take the two bottles of water for her from the back seat, and found
her missing in the darkness, “I’ve failed your inspection, love, Marie.”

Lucy gently relaxes herself across from Astrid, aware of her height. Between
them two cups of coffee are going cold. Stains are settling into the edge of each
cup, making themselves content to wait until they are called to move. At the only
other table still occupied the children are eating or drinking, or simply tired, and
their parents are watching to see if the rain will carry on falling. It is time to leave,
perhaps, to drive home, to feed and bathe.

“There’s nothing at the cinema?”

“You know I’d tell you if there was.”

Astrid sighs, accepting. “Why do we have to bother with the spring? It seems

such a pointless time. Why can’t we just go straight from the winter to the

summer?”’

“You don’t mean that.”

The freezer creaks with cracking ice. Astrid rubs the bridge of her nose with
her thumb and forefinger, closes her eyes and frowns. “You’re right.” She

scratches at her eyebrows, at the blank, plucked section between them. “And
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they’ll come back. They go, and then they come back. I'll talk to Guillard. He
might know somebody in town who needs help for a while, a café or a shop
somewhere.”

“He might.” Lucy pours a sachet of sugar into her coffee and stirs it, hears the
scrape of the melting crystals in the bottom of the cup. Silence passes, precious
and incandescent.

“There was a family here from Croatia last week. I don’t know why. You’d
think they would go to the Olympic centre at Bjelolasica, or to Sljeme. But she
had the strangest jacket, the mother.” Astrid looks across to the cluttered table,
sees coats and hats being readied. “It was the colour of lemons, all except the
sleeves and collar. They were red, and made of a different material. It made her
look like she had cut two coats and stitched them into one.”

“Perhaps she had.”

The family stands slowly, the parents first and then the children reluctantly
accepting their walk through the rain to the car park. The glass in the front door
rattles as it closes behind them, streaks of condensation turning to water in the
breaths of outside air.

Astrid drinks her coffee quickly, easing it into her throat in an instant motion.
She moves to clear the family’s table of their plates, glasses and cups, the
afterthoughts of their stay, bends to pick up a spoon and a straw from the floor. As
she passes by Lucy on her way to the counter she pauses, her attention still caught
by thoughts of the previous week. “The sleeves were looser somehow, more fluid.
I suppose it was to make it easier to turn, to bend your elbows into the corners.”

Heat moves with her, strains in the circled air and the currency of progression,
an empty café, minutes further to closing. More drops fall on the newspaper. In

the pressure of that cabin they could be Astrid’s anxious murmurs, symptoms of
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the closing season and the long approach to summer. Even the rain has a warmth
to it, colours of growth. It falls on the path to the car park and the road away like
footsteps. Lucy stirs her sugar, long dissolved. She can hear the sodden print
spread out by the freezer, the beats landing on it with a regular, immutable pulse.
They remind her of the clock in her apartment when she stands on the balcony,
watching the washing flutter or the litter in the street below move to the patience
of passing traffic, feels like the same moments before sleep when she lies listening
to the radio. But they are just drops of water thawing in the freezer, cold, new
water.

Fabrice took the monorail back to Terminal One, walked from the train
towards the escalator down to the concourse, and heard his name. He stopped to
listen to the repeat, please, Monsieur Dumont, to the information desk.

Emily. What else could it be? He had handed over his luggage at the check-in
desk, was still carrying his rucksack with its broken strap. His flight was on time,
according to the display screens. There was no other reason to be called but her.

Three orange cones blocked his route. Behind a red strap acting as a barrier
two men were lifting the second-top step out of the motionless escalator. The
scored, metal tier looked back at him, taunting him for his eagerness and floating
despair. He followed the train’s other passengers to the stairs, weaved impatiently
through them as they paused to lift their suitcases, and re-entered the noise of the
departure hall.

What could she want from him? They had parted conscientiously at the door to
her flat, Emily deciding not to go with him to the street and wait with him for the
cab. She held her hands behind her back, private and secure, leant to kiss him on
both cheeks twice, the European way, let him hold her for a moment longer than

necessary. He released her, picked up his bags and his concealed sadness and left
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her intimacy. Four hours later it was back, that exposed closeness, calling him to
the information desk.

He kept to the edge of the hall, wanting to see her before she saw him. What
would she look like? Would she be wearing the same clothes, the brown checked
trousers and white shirt as before? Would she keep her usual beige jacket on or
leave it in the car, knowing the temperature in the terminal would be regulated, set
to relief and departure? Or had she changed into a new outfit for the occasion, a
dress with which to pull him towards her? Casual jeans perhaps, and her favourite
iron-blue sweater, the weathered, round-necked comfort she wore before she got
home and took it off? And her face, how would she wear that? How could you
share an expression in such a public situation which was by its very intention
designed to be seen only by one person? But that is to assume that you are bearing
such thoughts, languages to be given over to another as best you can, not held as
near to you as silence when you sit side by side in the evening, enjoying the
performance. Who could imagine Emily’s thoughts then, while Fabrice was
letting his rucksack scrape along the wall like it had once caught the branches of
trees at Riding Mountain? Even if Fabrice could have heard them, would he have
understood?

He saw the silver sheen of the floor and the queues at the check-in desks and
security gates. Accéss Interdite and Sans Issue. She was not at the information
desk, at least was not clearly visible amongst the travellers. He wondered if she
was watching him approach, seeing how his body coped with the news of her.

An airport police officer stopped him. “Are you looking for something, Sir?”

He spoke in English, the choice of language determining Fabrice as not French or

Francophone, other, passing.
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“The information desk?”’ Fabrice’s voice was blurred, inconclusive. He looked
at the uniform and the noticeable weapon without seeing the officer’s face.

“Over there, Sir. This hall is only for passengers or those assisting them. Are
you travelling today?”

Fabrice nodded and turned to look in the direction of the officer’s extended
arm. She was still not there, was nowhere. He created a smile of thanks and
apology, and walked across the constant floor to the desk.

Two ageing women were waiting to serve him, the same women who two
hours earlier had directed him to the monorail and the food court in Terminal
Three. They were almost identical to each other, carried the same smiles of other
post-retirement workers who found the free time overwhelming. He took a breath,
inconspicuous and reinforcing. They did not recognise him.

“How can I help you?” one of the women asked in English. He could not tell
which.

“Monsieur Dumont. You called me.”

The women looked down at their list of messages. They ran their finger down
the calls for attention, seeking his name. “No, I don’t think so, Sir. We had a

message for a Monsieur Dumond, but he’s picked it up already. Are you sure?”
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7
Cavaglia II

In the first week of March Jean-Luc and Cristina left for their grand adventure.
They had waited so that Richard could practise his gliding, caught between his
parents’ willing separation at the top of the nursery slope as they guided him
down and allowed him to fall. The white was forgiving, clean and soft, not yet
hardened to the sheer compression of ice. Each time Richard’s skis led him to
wavering Luc and Cristina turned into him, one alongside and one below,
guarding him as he tumbled laughing or frustrated to the ground. In those three
weeks of the new snow year he learned how to balance and sway. Later, even
years later, those weeks were the ones he remembered as the time when he was
freed from falling.

They went first to the private, structured quiet of Cavaglia, with a wish to
thank again, to share the unforeseen rewards of Richard’s font. In the cool of a
Tuesday afternoon Jean entered the strained, bright world of their home for the
first time. He had met her parents, of course, at the wedding and before, had
travelled to Italy and shared meals with them, but never in their house. Cristina’s
father was younger than he had pictured, more upright. From her descriptions and
definitions he had thought of him as bent over an ancient desk, small and
unkempt, working in an underlit room on the carvings which brought him his
subsistence. And he would be ageing, have thin or missing grey hair and round
glasses like a numinous scribe. His loose fingers would clutch vaguely at the
weapons of his trade, sharp-needled pens and worn, comfortable pencils,

unopened letters piled beside him like shields as he leaned to his work.
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It was a strained, bright world. From the road they walked through a passage
between houses and out into another street. Cristina was holding Richard’s hand,
even though he knew where to go, remembered it from the times when he and his
mother had visited his grandparents. She let him guide them to the door then turn
his hand to knock loudly, twice, three times, four times. Cristina bent down to
block his hand for the fifth knock.

The house was tall and narrow, wedged in the line resting against the rambled
road. Its white paint made it stand out from the other houses, nestling in their
pink-brown stone like so many members of an audience who had given up waiting
to speak. Jean-Luc looked at the brown window frames and shutters, saw carefully
inscribed patterns on the wood edges as he listened for an indication of life behind
the door. Cristina had warned him about the silence, quietly explaining the beat
measures one evening after Richard had gone to sleep. “It has its own music,” she
told him, “sequences of language I haven’t found anywhere else.”

“What do you mean?” Luc answered, her halting phrases sounding awkward
and uncertain. “How can silence have its own sequences?”

“I don’t know, but they do. You’ll see why when we get there.” She had
learned about the cycles of quiet, chosen her own to match her environment.
While Jean-Luc was inhaling ink at work she lived in that selection, swum
through the warm solitude of the office and communicated digitally. It was only
when her family came home that the fluency deserted her, left her reeling in the
strange colours of another house’s tempo. And the flows were not hers and not
Jean-Luc’s but an amalgamation, naturally different from that of Cavaglia and her
father’s borrowed, fluid creations. But they were her choices to make, as clearly

as the kitchen counter is hers, cream and grey, maple cupboards, the collection of

handles.

70



Lucy remains at the cinema, unseen and nameless. She passes over tickets and
change, is met sometimes by Alain as she steals away for a cigarette, at other
times waits for Fabrice to close the doors to the auditorium and join her in the
dark cold of early spring. After the last of the viewers have gone Fabrice locks
them inside to store the night’s takings in the office and ready the building for the
next day. On Fridays and Saturdays they walk together to the night-safe,
sometimes with Alain strolling as casually as he can beside Lucie, silently, his
feet rapping on the paving slabs as the breeze blows over the mountains and down
to the town.

They don’t talk then. What can he say to her? He has nothing to say. Fabrice
walks on the other side of her, shielding the canvas bag.

Richard wriggled from his mother’s grip and turned his hand to knock on the
door again. His knuckles slipped on the paint and grain and he lost his balance,
fell forwards into the door from the weight of his arm and the motion. The report
of his impact fell unheard under his cries.

From the cinema or the bank Lucy turns to her apartment or Jean-Luc’s house.
She had agreed to spend three nights each week in the family home, moves on
those days from room to room turning lights on and off, circles heat at night and
air in the mornings. If Alain is with her they walk through the town and loop up
through the thin streets to the clear roads, cross over quickly in dark quiet. He

wants to talk but she is purposeful, filled with that after work energy. She pushes

on in the gradient.
“Why do you walk so quickly?”

“Idon’t.”
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“Yes, you do,” he says, the y and e of yes forced out in the effort of matching
her stubborn pace. It is more of a grunt than a vowel, but she gleans the yes from
the s and the words which follow it.

“I’'m walking, that’s all.”

Alain falls behind her, slides to the inside of the corner three steps after her as
they turn for the last straight, watches her feet fall on the dark grey. Thirty
seconds pass, another twenty, time in stride. “Yes, you are, but you’re walking
quickly,” he says, his struggled voice rebounding from the deeper greys of the
trees to their left like the last murmurs of a song.

She stops. The nearest streetlight is fifteen metres ahead of them. The skin of
her cheeks and around her nose would have been glowing from the exertion, if
either of them could have seen in colour. Tall branches waved over their heads. A
winter mist suggested snow.

“It’s cold.” Alain looks up, concentrates on patterns of air tempered by the
sickly lamp until he can see them move. “It’s going to snow soon.”

Lucie’s feet have swollen inside her boots. She hates wearing them to work as
it makes the journey home so much more than leaving work. The roads are
threatened with ice. It is a sensible decision, made regularly. She steps to the side
to illuminate his face, watches the hill and the trek leave marks on him. The first
etchings of a smile are breaking through her tiredness before she speaks. “Let’s go
home. I'm sorry.”

Home. She has never called it that, not to him. Her apartment, or his, but never
home. It feels warm just to say the word, even though it is Jean-Luc’s home, not

hers, and Alain does not spend the night there. Her smile spills breath, visible in

the chilled night looming.
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At dinner Jean-Luc waited patiently for cognac and coffee, his moment. The
ate at a restaurant Cristina’s father had chosen, a wide, spare place where
everybody knew him and yet was still surprised to see him, as if he was not
expected for months, a prearranged date. “Gianluca,” they called him, “Il
Linguatore,” the maker of language. Sophia stood a respectful distance away, his
wife, her mother, allowed him to glow in his recognition until she too was
welcomed, kissed, her and Cristina’s chaits pulled out for them in a show of
grandeur. She was the curator of words, his keeper and his custodian, and Cristina
was the returning bride, dark and full, a myth gone to the other side of the
mountains and the border.

Luc was introduced slowly. His name and place came first, the son. With their
antipasti he was called the father, two chairs to his left Richard behaving
impeccably like a good grandson should, vaguely frightened in the wood sea of
plastic foliage hung from every hook and angle.

By the time the first espressi arrived Jean had graduated to husband. He had
said little, left a few hidden, encouraging smiles for Richard and had his arm
constantly caressed by Cristina. Or he took them for caresses, but her grasps,
squeezes and rubs could easily have been seen as possession. She might have been
claiming him, keeping him as hers in the face of those strangers, her other family,
the town and house of before. But he took them as affection, and who could blame
him under Gianluca’s paternal seriousness?

He had waited, unusually quiet and abstracted. The cognac was arriving. A
slow, melodious calm had infected the near-empty restaurant, a suggestion, could

he have heard it, of that particular essence of beating silence which Cristina had

warned him about.

“Signore,” he began, “I have something for you.”
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“You have? And please, Gianluca.”

He didn’t look like Jean thought he would. They had met before, and there
were photographs in the bedroom and framed on the kitchen walls, but at home
and in the tremor of that restaurant he was different. Where Jean had expected a
stooped, reverential quiet he had found upright indifference. He was tall, taller,
omnipresent. His form ruled the motion of those around him, called for attention
and restraint even in his careering laughter at the dinner table. Yet Jean could see
how that presence, or rather that absence, would take the world into silent
contemplation when he was working. And that work was the matter in question,
the creation of texts and scripts for new communications. The creation too of a
legacy, whether artistic or financial.

“Cristina has worked very hard for Richard.”

Gianluca leaned forward, rested his elbows on the table and interlocked his
fingers, stretching his forearms flat in front of him. His cognac glass was trapped
in the triangle of his arms. “Her family is important to her,” he said, turning his
head to look directly at Jean.

“Did you know, Signore, that she has done many deals to allow the use of
Richard’s font, the one which you so generously gave him?”

“No, I didn’t.” Gianluca looked briefly at Cristina, smiled and blinked slowly,
nodding his head once in approval. “If T had thought about it, I would have known
she would. But the font was a gift to my grandson. I don’t think about these things
afterwards.”

Luc reached into the side pocket of his best jacket and took out the envelope
he had been trying to keep fresh and flat since they left the house, knowing that its

appearance would be the first indication of its worth. “It is a wonderful gift you
have given him, Signore.”
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In spite of the invitation he could not call Gianluca by his name. The high,
dominant forehead and short, black hair forbade it, as did his round, childlike
eyes. So too the cognac glass, safely installed where it belonged under cover of
his heavy chest. He was not as fat as Jean remembered yet there was enough of
him, especially in the shade of the waiters and foliage, seemingly a welcomed
importance.

“She has negotiated one deal in particular, one special agreement through
which your font, Richard’s font, will be seen all over the world, by millions of
people everyday. He will be rich.” Luc paused and checked for his son’s reaction
to the news, broadcast before him for the first time. Richard was almost asleep
against Cristina’s side, his ears focussed only on listening for the trees in the
wind, and we’ll sleep safely here.

Gianluca unlocked his fingers and gulped at the burning joy of cognac. “I'm
glad for Richard, of course, but why are you telling me this?”

“Because we want to share our good fortune with you. No, not good fortune,
excuse me,” Jean said, retracting, rephrasing. “We will be travelling for a long
time and we wanted to come here first.” He lifted the envelope close to his nose
and stared at it. The words were not coming, not how they should. Gianluca’s
gaze was still aimed at him, waiting. “Your work, your creation, and Cristina’s
work since then,” Jean urged, forcing his voice through the envelope.

Maman Sulpice died in the afternoon of a November morning, after Fabrice

had left her to hurry home through a brief slowing of the storms which seemed to
have captured Evian for the whole autumn.

“Tell me about the rain, Doudou,” she had asked.

“What do you want to know?”

“Everything. I hear it, but I can’t see it or smell it.”



“I'don’t know what to say.”

“What colour is it? Is it grey rain, the kind which falls off the hills and hangs
over the water, or is it black like the clouds?”

Fabrice stood up from his usual chair in its usual place and walked to the
window. The blind was up for the winter. He looked through the glass to the
world beyond, saw the brick and concrete of the hospital walls, empty flower beds
and the skeleton of an aspen, its yellow leaves littering the ground like footprints.
The tree made him remember Manitoba, when he saw a thousand aspens spill
their green or silver catkins as their heart leaves appeared.

“Well, Doudou, what do you see?”

The rain was not that of Canada. There the breeze would make the foliage spill
rain in splashes, sudden pours even though the skies were clearing and the low
sun was clawing through the lower branches to meet him. He stared sideways at
the brickwork of the next wing. The rain shaped against the dull browns and reds,
unremitting and characterless.

After three days in their company Jean-Luc and Cristina were ready to leave
her parents, although Richard wanted to stay. He rejoiced in their attention, said
‘Italien’ to everyone he met, although it sounded more like ‘Itahien’.

“You’ll come again,” Sophia said, on the morning of their departure.

“Yes, of course,” Richard replied, imagining from her enthusiastic, upward
intonation that her words were a question.

They were in the kitchen, set in an extension at the back of the house like an
afterthought. Each day breakfast had been an event, a meal which Sophia seemed
to think passed judgements on her house. Jean was sipping patiently at his

espresso, too shy and intimidated by the mood of the house to ask for hot water

76



and a longer coffee. Cristina reached her hand to his arm and took hold of it
gently.

“He wants to speak to you,” she said, motioning towards her father’s figure
standing in the doorway. “It’s about dinner on our first night. I can tell.”

Sophia looked at both of them, her daughter and her son-in-law, saw the
hidden communication and squatted down next to Richard to occupy him.

“Go with him, talk to him,” Cristina said. She let go of Luc’s arm and patted it
twice in comfort. He stared for a moment at her eyes, dark and inviting, then
turned his head to the frame in the doorway. Gianluca had gone. Jean supposed he
should follow.

The house was longer than it looked from the front. Its high, narrow windows
kept it dark and cool in the summer, at other times caught the heat and the life
safely inside. As he walked through to the lounge he passed the ever-open door to
Gianluca’s studio, paused to glance briefly at the modern draughtsman’s easel and
the displays of pens and nibs, a space of straight lines and angles like the rest of
the house. Light from the early sun was catching the shutters over the studio
window and splitting into trapeziums on the floor. In front of the easel a backless
office chair guarded two large pieces of paper, one of which was spread with
various curls and loops of black ink segregated and sectioned on a lattice of pencil
marks.

In the other corner of the room, still dark, was a desk bearing the prospects and
results of his work. Two sets of trays held contracts and commissions, and in
between them were a blotter pad and other small trays of envelopes and writing
paper. A computer and printer filled the rest of the desk, trapped against a filling

cabinet whose pale green metal was the only colour in the room.
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Jean had worried for the three days and four nights since the restaurant,
wondering how to atone for his apparent mistake. He could not find a way, or an
opportunity. He was not even sure if he needed to. He asked Cristina to talk to her
father for him, to explain, but she had only replied with her mother’s name and
silence. While they took trips together to relatives he had not heard of and whom
Cristina did not seem to know Jean reflected constantly about Gianluca’s image in
the restaurant. He saw his arms around his glass, forceful and imposing. He heard
the voices they used, ‘Il Linguatore’, a welcome, beckoning and deferential.

Yet you could also see that same effusive welcome as professional
responsibility. Yes, there was surprise and delight at the family’s presence, but a
reservation must have been made. The manager knew his customer, his practised
temperament. And Gianluca himself, he was a husband, father and grandfather.
The intervening days had shown that with his care and caresses. In those paused
seconds looking into the studio Jean felt calmer. The house was squares and
corners, and the work was not. It made sense. He left the open door and went on
towards the front of the house.

Gianluca was immersed in a vast, brown chair, preparing or pretending to read
conclusions on the contents of a newspaper. Its contents were as fresh as night
coffee in an airport café, the pastries given to Manes at the end of a day shift by
the assistant manager of a sandwich bar who did not want to throw them away.
When Jean came into the lounge Gianluca stood up, smaller inside the house than
out of it, older perhaps or less energised, a vague exhalation or groan emerging

with his efforts. The smile which accompanied his movements removed any

lingering obstacles to reparation.
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“I'm not angry with you, even though you think I am. I will keep the money,
but only for Richard.” He smiled again, freely. “Look around you, Jean. What do
we need? He will have it back when we die.”

We. It was not his decision to make, of course. Just like it had not been his
decision when Luca had taken the gravity of his father’s name to his own
apartment, frustrated by noise and its absence. Gianluca was the way he was and
Sophia allowed him to be. Cristina understood the conversations which surely had
taken place in the dark, the slow, suffused murmurs at night or while she and
Jean-Luc had taken Richard out. But that is not to define Sophia as a monochrome
matriarch, acquiescent and imposing, no. She is as much a creator of their forms
of language as her husband. That is how their love declares itself in the white
rooms and silent, shaded lines of their house. Not quite a balance, but an
equilibrium, certainly. Cristina knows that. She sees their love, recognises it in the
curls of her father’s hand as he sits at his desk with his feet tucked under him,
writing, imagining.

It is in her too, this space to sanction, to accept, to enjoy. She speaks to
Richard with touches and strokes, sets her hand on his head as they wait for Astrid
to serve them or for the school doors to open. Sometimes when she picks him up
she carries him to the car for no other reason than she can. Yet at home, after
sandwiches and a drink at his table, she lets him run to his bedroom to play and is
left alone with his unfinished meal and the cavernous sound of his feet on the
stairs. She doesn’t need to speak to him to know he’s there.

And later she can talk to Luc, after he has sluiced away the smells of violet ink
in the shower. They sit at the larger of the two tables in the kitchen while she
talks, or doesn’t. For as long as she wants they rest there, her day and the latest

school requests, complications, a fir cone for every child in the class, spare
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clothing, please, his name in clear letters, cooking ingredients, a permission form
and strong, thick boots.

Or it 1s the trickery of the town, how long can it take for reams of her favourite
cream printer paper to arrive, a trip to the bank but she forgot to take evidence of
her identity and you know what they’re like now even if they recognise you, can
you give me your secret answer? A brand of coffee which was on offer but it’s not
the same, will have to be good enough for a few days while the cursor flashes
inattentively on screen, at last a response from Cadiz but her Spanish is poor,
barely more than a shared Latinate descent.

When the evenings come and the weekends she will only be quiet. She wants
to speak to him but she doesn’t know how. They go out together, shopping,
playing, showing Richard the glides and turns of contact on the shallowest slopes.
They meet for long, social lunches in noisy cafés and restaurants with those same
friends from the runs, communicate by peaceful sights and touches as other
families and other children relate the vital information of the day. This is their
declaration, Cristina with her skin resting on Richard, Jean-Luc watching eyes
which could crush and gypsy hair, his reasoning, in the embracing company of
themselves even while they pass those happy hours.

Do you see her then as Sophia, her parents’ daughter, placing herself as the
measure for Jean, countering him, balancing? Is this how they define their love,
she in a soft, structured quiet and he claiming, stating, practicing? You do not see
her as Jean sees her. Sometimes he will find himself at her feet, lodged in the
corner of the sofa. Richard is asleep. Luc’s hand falls on her, a sign, a tie, never
by arrangement, and she will change into the shorts and vest she insists on
wearing even in the coldest months. He gathers olive oil, waits for her half-turned

on the sofa, cross-legged, the softest towel across his lap for protection and
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comfort. She will smile, adjust to his position as she half-lies, her bare heels
raised to him and her arms across or behind her head.

The oil is warm, warmed. He tips the shallow bowl and pours some onto her
feet, watches its heat spill first down them towards her ankles then be drawn up in
his lissom fingers to her toes, runs small, gentle rivers on her toenails and pulls
the joints below each one, stretching, adorning. Slowly he moves his hands to the
rest of her feet, washing the language of her shoes away from her insteps with the
points of his thumbs while he settles into the corner of the sofa, dark and as green
as the mountains. She soothes to the sensation, a love, magnificent and inspired.

He shapes the scent of olives to her ankles, clasping it to the firmness of her
bones, feels her tendons, their imagined power, holds her heels and the balls of her
feet and to flex her ankles in large, freeing circles, concentrated and releasing.
After long, sinuous minutes he glides to her calves, draws lines of oil down each
shin and massages slowly outwards. Beside them the unnecessary heat of the fire
reflects in glimmers on her skin. He holds her in both hands, slips each alternately
in rhythmic grasps from the centre, round, in, tenderly clenches the thinness of her
calf muscles and thinks of nothing but her and that moment, the measure of the
lake. A reflection of a smile comes to him as he whirls his fingers in the concave
space behind her bent knees and momentarily feels her tense.

This is their language. He pours more oil into the palms of his hands to warm
it again and kneels to reach her thighs. Her eyes are closed, always. From the
crowns of her knees he moves slowly upwards, pressing in instinctive, curling
motions. He drags his fingers down the backs of her legs, carves soft, unbroken
lines in her skin and fills them with the trailing movement of his hands. Her legs
have imperfections, perfect illustrations. The flesh moves to his touch, squeezes of

skin appearing and disappearing at the edges of her thighs. Jean does not see
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them, is focussing only on the slow flow of her. The free skin swells up under his
push, slides back to comfort, oil and respite. He imagines the muscles extending
and contracting, sees her walking on the road in front of him and watches the back
of her legs as they near the woods, their woods, hears the time together and their
passion like a steady sound from the fire. She is his love and his want, a
declaration like the nobility of the lake and the water, like the distant calls of air
waving in the trees or the mountains when they ski, a message predating and
extending beyond Richard, climbing into sleep in his room above them.

He is at her hips, has reached the limit of her shorts and moulds his tiring
fingers around the bones, stares without noticing at the shape of her thighs under
his arms. As he massages the substance of her muscles her mouth moves, lips
tightening. She is concentrating on relaxing, forcing herself not to react, a twitch,
but she is becoming aware of the ceaseless stimulation of so many nerve endings.
What begins as care, affection, changes to vulnerability. He will stop soon, she
tells herself, summons silent urges to keep herself still and let him enjoy his
actions, no outward sign of her tenderness. Yet the feel of the oil is warming,
makes her rub her feet and toes together to relish the indulgence, and she loves
him for it. She lays the back of her hand over her eyes to block out the light and

disturbance and rests into herself, the quiet, his touch.



8

Geneva 11

Manes waves to Lucy if they are both outside, drawing breaths of unpurified or
cigarette air. By day the sounds of aircraft engines dominate the landscape,
whether the sharp lightning cracks of take-off of the thunder of reverse thrust on
landing. Manes knows them, could explain if you asked him the difference in tone
between a 737 and an Airbus, even though he sees neither. The entrance to the
airport, once past the tunnel, is the obligatory concrete. Lucy puts her cigarette out
in the receptacle provided, none past this point. Manes hears the cars behind him
and the city around. A parking bus arrives at the drop-off point, departures only.
The engines of a CRJ short-haul to Brussels or Munich launch into final checks at
the high end of the runway above.

In Darjeeling the morning mists sometimes last all day, when the spring sun
never reaches the right angle to burn them away. The angled parking spaces
beside him are full. Stands of signs say ten minutes maximum in three languages,
none of which are his. For Manes does not have a language, not of his own. He
was not born in Geneva yet considers himself somehow Swiss, but like the
country itself he doesn’t have a language. Nepali at home, English at school, later
French at work, sometimes German or Italian, each of them badly. And it is not a
call for sympathy or an excuse to categorise him, no. There is no reason to think
of him as stateless or imagined. He is aware of his wants of language and is
comforted by them, happy almost. Somehow it doesn’t seem necessary to know
how to converse, not at the airport. The bus passengers loiter by the entrance,

waiting for directions or luggage. A steel and glass canopy protects them from the

sky.



At the far end of the terminal, on the ground floor, Alain is waiting at the
counter of the café. He watches the pale palms of the assistant blend with the
black and stainless steel of the espresso machine, sees the young man’s hands dart
and flit in harmony with its function. The assistant works with his head down,
focussing his attention, for he has seen Alain’s eyes watching him, worries about
their ferocity and their capacity for scrutiny. The company is always sending
mystery guests, especially in the strange, distant hours. He concentrates harder
than usual and makes mistakes. He has pressed the wrong button on the machine
and poured too much water into the cup. There is not enough milk in the jug in his
right hand, and it is spitting through the steam.

Minutes pass before Alain carries their drinks to the table, her coffee, his
coffee. Lucie has turned over the first three pages of the newspaper and squeezed
the muscles of her thighs together to watch her legs rise to the impact. She looks
around to hear the silent wheels of a cleaning trolley or the cracking of bending
joints, but there is none.

“Anything in it?” Alain asks, waving his disposable cup at the paper.

“Lots. What do you want? News? Death? Business? Sport?” She pulls the
paper apart and hands him the bottom three sheets. “Here, take the adverts. You
like those.”

“I think your milk is burnt. He didn’t seem to know what he was doing.”

“Do you want the holidays as well?”

“Maybe.”

Lucie lifts up what is left of the paper by one corner and flicks through the
pages. She slides out a double page with large, colour photographs on it and

glances briefly at it before turning it round for him. “West Africa, again.”
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Alain sighs. “They think that because they speak French there everybody
wants to go.”

The dark hugged them on the drive. As the car caressed the edge of the lake
Alain had looked out over the water and up to the night, without seeing the moon.
She likes it like that, as if the night is quieter without light, or if not quieter then
more abandoned, its background noise more noticeable. She can hear the quiet
longing to be seen, or could have done if Alain had not been with her.

In the café she will balance in the tea green depths and repeat sentences to
herself, aligning phrases and adjectives in the persistent articles before her. She
will make sure he does not see her, keep her mouth from forming the shapes of
words. For an hour she will speak in the silence as he fails to understand that she
learns her own responses, sees language come into her vision, fully formed and
agile, like the way she finds her reasoning in the morning shape of his face. She
has measured herself in the distance of his eyes. Love, she accepts, or at least his
assertions. And if he would only stay still in the still of the night terminal she
could recognise it more clearly, to her own view.

“How’s yours?” Alain asks, swallowing away the bleak distaste of his too-
weak coffee.

Lucie looks from the political reports to her paper cup and its plastic lid, heat-
saving. She shrugs. He is uncomfortable there, she knows, but she smiles at his
willingness to go with her, at the memory of his impatience by the front door of
Jean-Luc and Cristina’s house, waiting for her to put her boots back on.

Maman Sulpice was buried in her blue dress, the one with the delicate
stitching at the hem and the broderie anglaise overlays around the neck. It had
always been her favourite, and no one quite knew why. It was not expensive or

especially elegant, and had been worn so many times that the striking cobalt had
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faded to a charade around the shoulders and under the arms. Yet still she wore it,
every Thursday and sometimes days in between, carrying it like a history or a
cache of reminiscences. Perhaps she had been wearing it when she first met her
lover, used it to remind herself of the look he gave her in the rose garden at the
water’s edge in Geneva when he should have been looking after his sails. They
met almost every week after that moment, he slipping away from the hotel where
he worked to a tryst in one of the public parks or museums, never alone, never his
apartment. Within two months their relationship was no longer news. Twenty-
three years passed that way.

Or it could be that she had been repairing the hem line again when her
husband had his second and final stroke. She still had the dress in her hand when
she wandered into the garden an hour later and found him on the bench, a copy of
Tender is the Night trapped between his left hand and leg as the pain reflex and
muscle spasms caught. She finished sewing the hem on the bench, next to him.

Maybe the cobalt schemes themselves represented something precise, the
colour of her mother’s eyes or the complexion of her son for the minutes after his
birth, until his airway was cleared. It might have been the broderie anglaise which
caused the ritual, a recollection of lace and needlepoint, from the time in her early
twenties when she would sit by the fire and create, waiting for no news from the
front.

Whatever the reason for her attachment was, she kept it to herself. Yet surely it
must have been some kind of emotional sensation rather than physical comfort to
feel that familiar, worn fabric, to sense its acceptance around her curves and
shapes so regularly. Imagine her sat at her writing desk, carving and curling letters
to her friends on cream paper, or listening alone and in a private release to

Debussy or Ravel, the folds of consuming blue and the delicacy of the embroidery
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helping to soothe. You might even choose to believe that she wore the dress in
Lyon when she first performed Chopin’s Nocturnes in public. But then she always
loved Chopin, his beauty and his simple intricacies. You would know that if you
had heard her quoting George Sand. “Don’t walk in front of me, I may not follow.
Don’t walk behind me, I may not lead. There is only one happiness in life, to love
and be loved. Remember that, Fabrice.”

Each Thursday, when she was too weak to wear it, he took the dress from the
wardrobe in her hospital room and gave it to her to hold. He walked alongside her
to her grave, in the stale, concrete rain of November. He still did not know why
the dress had meant so much to her but he was certain that he had been right to
insist she was buried in it.

Alain walks through the terminal building in straight lines. He avoids the
cleaners and their motorised floor-washers and polishers, takes aim from a
distance away and chooses a route which will leave them undisturbed, uncrossed.
The floor before him is the standard shade of beige-white. He has seen the same
floor in offices and department stores. Lille airport has it. Brussels. Orly. When it
is wet, when the mechanical cleaners leave weaves of slick, clean rinse, the floor
at Geneva reminds him of the low slopes near the car park. It has the same used
appearance, a soiled glow.

Lucie’s skin has a sheen when they make love in the warm summer evenings,
or at least Alain sees a sheen. He opens the doors to the balcony and goes to the
bathroom, leaves her in the cotton safety. When he returns her eyes are closed. He
sees warmth and accomplishment, their loving and his need for her, if not a

completion then a continuance. She sees his nakedness, the combustion of his

eyes, dark and severe, and closes her own for protection.
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Fabrice took the job in the cinema to pay for his free time. He had the thoughts
of his research, a sprawl of photographs on his laptop from the Riding Mountain
National Park. He had his notebook, collections of drawings and annotations, the
measure of lichens. Protections and customs had prevented him from bringing any
samples back, and he understood and accepted, though he would have liked some
small strips of infested bark. Since Maman Sulpice broke her thigh he has ignored
the trees as well as he could. He left their messages unanswered in a stack of
scribbled papers in his apartment. She needed his attention and his flowers, the
walk past the old spa buildings by the lake and around and up to the hospital.

The terminal shops have metal shutters which slide down at night like evening
descending. Through them Alain can see suitcases and electrical adaptors, beauty
products, racks of books with which to occupy trips and journeys or time at the
beach. When those shutters are down the concourse seems wider, more clearly
deserted, and it is not the lack of people but the closed, colourless faces of the
shops. He wonders if Lucie has finished her newspaper or her coffee, looks
through the nearest cream perforations at the leaflets on display at the information
desk.

Richard is asleep again. He has curled himself tightly into a single chair at
Milan airport, where he is waiting impatiently for his flight to Morocco. From
Cavaglia he took a train to Milan and his promised travels. The journey was quiet.
Conversations were quickly completed each time he tried to talk to his father
about Africa or Cavaglia, their car left behind, the smell of his grandparents’
house, a new memory. He was bored. The train was noisy. Cristina smiled at him

when he caught her eye, held his hand as he stood wobbling to look out of the

window at nothing and everything.
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As they waited on the platform for their connection Cristina wrapped her arms
around Richard. He was standing in front of her, facing the track, and she trapped
him against her legs. “You could have done it differently,” she said to the space
between her and Jean-Luc, standing beside her.

“How?”

“Somehow. You embarrassed him.”

“I know. But it was your decision,” Jean-Luc spoke carefully, a statement, a
recollection of a conversation, chose his tone to discourage her from thinking he
was accusing her.

“It should have been better.”

Cristina is angry and doesn’t know why. The days at her mother’s house had
been welcome, were even in retrospection the small, peaceful days she had hoped
for to remind herself why she lived away. The broad walls and angled stripes of
shadow were stultifying. She wishes she could have seen Luca in his apartment,
inspected him like only a sister can. A train stopped at the platform behind them,
the route back. She is still angry.

Why had Jean-Luc insisted they drive around the north side of the lake? What
was wrong with French chocolates, or Italian even, that made him need to stop in
Geneva? The journey was so much longer that way, and the autoroutes made her
feel she was missing the tarmac beneath them and the villages they would have
gone through.

“Swiss chocolate,” he had said, as if that answered an unspoken question.
“Your mother should have Swiss chocolate. I haven’t seen her for so long. We
should take her a present.”

They parked by the water, picking a route between the coaches in the short-

stay car park. And she had to wake up Richard, who had done the obvious,
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childish thing to alleviate a long car journey and fallen asleep. Jean led them to
the thin lanes of the old town, where he found a chocolatier with the standard

tourist fare of alp-ridden boxes.

“We could have got these in Evian.”

“No, not those,” Jean-Luc said, pushing her and her child-laden arms to look at
the lower shelves of the display cabinet. She said nothing while he chose, nodded
when required to comment on his selections. After it was filled the box was tied
with a thin green ribbon.

She heard the station announcer announcing, heard and recognised her own
accent without noticing it. On the train she heard a disembodied Roman voice tell
her the list of stops, the next stop, change here for other destinations. The female
voice’s light, animated recording sounded foreign, as if it came from an Italy she
didn’t know. Jean-Luc was sitting across from her, facing her, and between them
Richard was standing to peer at everything and nothing. She is angry and doesn’t
know why.

Her father irritates her. Her mother too. She wishes she had seen Luca. He had
moved out, taken his noise and his eagerness to the blood smell of his new
apartment above a butcher’s shop. She was nineteen then and did not understand
why her brother was leaving. She wishes she had gone to see him in the blood
smell, the cut naked flesh seeping upwards like smoke from a noxious fire. He is
older now, has settled into living within his price range of cars and women, a new
model when the cracks begin to break through the paintwork or his low,
mechanical whining drives them away. They email each other regularly, in Italian.
Terrors have befallen him equally often. There was the incident with the brother
of a friend of his from the garage where he worked, a misunderstanding,

apparently, about a comment misheard in a Friday night bar. In another month of
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another year Luca had fallen in love with a married woman. A year later he was in
love with an actress, had found her a place to live and a steady job. When she
gave up acting she stopped dying her hair, he said. His next to last car had been
stolen and crashed. The locks were broken and the doors didn’t open. Cristina
wishes she had seen him.

“What do you think of my mother?”

The train was accelerating again, leaving behind more straggled pedestrians
making for the exits of another station. Richard clung to the bottom of the
window, watching them fade. Luc’s hands were on his waist, holding him steady.

“That’s a strange question.”

“No it’s not.”

“Yes itis.”

“Why?”

Richard sat down on the floor, unable to maintain his posture.

Jean shrugged, an indifferent, ambiguous gesture. “I like her. She’s your
mother.”

“That’s not an answer,” Cristina said. The boy near her feet fell onto her legs
and took hold of their thinness. As he grew up her legs were becoming too thin for
him. “Do you think she is too passive?”

“No,” Jean laughed. “Your father,” he began, then turned his gaze to the high
hedge beyond the glass, deciding how to phrase a statement he wished he had not
started. Had he been able to see clearly he would have seen that the hedge was
starting to sprout new spring shoots. It would need to be cut back again. But the
train had accelerated and he could not make out details of the view. “Is powerful.”

Cristina laid a hand on Richard’s head and stroked his hair. He looked up at

her touch, moved his face so that her fingers reached to his nose and mouth, the
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comfort. “Yes, he is.” She ran the ends of her fingers around Richard’s mouth,
turning them so that the tips of her nails would graze along his lips.

“Mama,” he said, practising, would have said more, Itahien, 1l Hinguatore, but
the detached Roman accent warned them of possible changes and connections.
The rumble of the wheels and the wind deadened his attempts. She smiled at him
before turning her head to see the same hedge and its growth. There was no reason
for her anger she could find other than the restaurant and the tragedy of their gift.
She was grateful for the visit to Cavaglia, had seen what Luca must have known
and never told her. She would ask him. Her father dominated them with his calm
affection and his study. Was this his love, she wondered, the expressed definition
of her family, her mother privately forgiving, presiding over him? Where was
their invention, if not in their house or joint creations? The hedge ended as she
dwelled on the white front and brown shutters. It fell away behind them to leave
fields and industry, the impossible mix, and the awkward blend saddened her.

Lucy has replaced the newspaper in the rack, folded roughly so that its
sections can be seen by those who may want the business or the sport. She throws
away her paper cup and the last of her coffee, the cool remains of the night. Alain
has not heard her whisperings, the declarations and permissions of her love. She

slips from the café to find him in the terminal building.
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Manitoba 11

“You see, Hat, this is how it is,” Max said. “Do you mind if I call you Hat?”

She shook her head. The last syllables of Hatsuke had always been difficult for
foreigners, particularly those from the west. At school there had been children of
diplomats and businessmen. She had grown used to being called Sukie, Sue or
Sook.

“It’s like this, as far as I can see. They get to you. Sometimes it takes a week,
sometifnes two, maybe even a month. A girl from Nevada, Vegas or Reno or
someplace, they got to her in two days, the second evening she came up here. She
was lying out there in the dark looking up at them. Said she was seeing how the
sky changed in their moonlight, she did. But they get to you, these trees.”

“Sure do,” Diane added.

Hatsuke thought of the trees she had seen beyond the cabins, the balsam and
aspen she could see from the window of her bedroom, swaying in the still breeze.
She didn’t understand what Max was saying but she smiled and nodded politely.

“It happens slowly, most times,” he continued, feeling Diane interlocking her
finger with his. “But it happens. We’ve seen it over and over again.”

“Every year.”

“Every year, like Diane says. It’s one of the reasons we come back, to see
people fall for the forest.”

She’s like a lover, thought Fabrice.

“She’s like a lover,” Diane said, taking over. She opened a can of Coke and
took a long drink, slurping as the fresh bubbles hit her lips. “Everyone comes here

to see them, to study them and learn about them, but the forest only tells you what
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it wants to. She gives you hints, suggestions, no more. All you can do is be near
her, listening to her tell you what she decides.”

“And then she’s got you,” Max said.

“Yes, she has. You fall in love with her, and then you’re just waiting for her to
notice you again.” She finished her Coke in a second long gulp, turned the can
upside down and shook it over the table, emphasising its emptiness. “And it’s
never enough.”

“Never is. How long have we been coming here, hon?”

“I don’t know, ten, twelve years?”

“Must be twelve. There’s no secret to it, Hat.”

“No magic,” Diane added, in the space left for her.

“No mystery at all. You’ll see, when you leave. You’ll want to come straight
back and fall in love again.”

Fabrice watched Hatsuke’s smiles hang on her wide face like limitless clouds,
passive and conforming.

It was Wednesday. She had been at Riding Mountain for five days, including
the Saturday of her arrival. For the first two of those days she had sat in her room,
arranging the timetable of her research and documenting what she had already
accomplished, notes on the setting, the accommodation, mostly on the people. The
government body from Kytshi paying for her visit was not interested in the
growth rate of white spruce or the regeneration of the forest floor. Its desires
rested instead on the links between forestry and tourism, on the returns to be made
from constructing resorts in the high central mountains, all-year activities for
those in need of mysterious, almost spiritual retreats. She was charged with

examining the reactions and anticipations of the other visitors, people staying for

04



supposedly emotive reasons, people like Max and Diane. They were the subjects
selected for her.

On the third day she had wandered into the near trees and settled herself in
sight of the others, seemingly absorbing the atmosphere and climate of the Park.
Kennet said hello to her as he passed back and forth with shoot samples to study
that night. Fabrice smiled, tried to warn her about the changeable weather and
advised her to make sure she kept everything under cover, but she smiled back at
him, thanked him for his concern and carried on entering data in her laptop. He
did not notice how she covered up the screen as he approached. He wished her a
good day’s work and walked on. His clearing was further away from the cabins.
Emily was nearer. When he returned Hatsuke had retreated to her room.
Everything was private in the public space of Manitoba.

Lucy walks back through Cristina’s kitchen, past the small, used table and into
the office. She has turned on the computer and whilst she was away it has
automatically opened Cristina’s mail program. A list of new messages is on the
screen and from their subject lines she can see that they are almost all about
Richard’s font, requests or statements of use.

She closes the program. Brel is behind her, ‘Ces gens-1a’ circling outwards
from the lounge and throughout the house.

“Where do all those people come from?” Alain had asked, as she drove away
from the airport to drop him off at his apartment.

“Which people?”

“I don’t know. Those people. The workers who are all still there, even at this
time. It’s nearly one.”

“T must tell you, Sir, that those people there, they don’t think, they pray,” she

sang. As soon as her notes faded she knew she had annoyed him. His silence told
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her that. And his eyes took on that callous, disparaging stare, straight ahead
always, never diverting or aiming at the cause of his irritation. She recognised his
gaze, focussed on the dark, dying tarmac. Yet she had sung, and the thought of
that freedom made her turn her head to the window and smile through the glass at
the verge across the road. A song, an unthinking rush of two lines in his company.
Is this how I am, she wondered to the fleeing pavement? Am I now this person,
here, in this car?

From the lounge she hears the repeated song. Before it ends she has checked
the website of Brel’s museum and foundation to reread his daughter’s words that
true freedom is the right to be mistaken.

Lucy sees them again to remember, and to remember her smile. Brel will help,
as Brel does. She disconnects.

Fabrice waited to hear Hatsuke’s pleasant response, her thanks, and then went
to the silence of his room. He had the day’s observations to catalogue, the
progression of insects when the sun was briefly at the right angle to warm the
trunks, the growth rate of fungi, seed collection by birds and red squirrels,
snowshoe hares eating the shoots. He had the shapes of light and shadow to
remember, to try to frame as best he could before the next light and shadow. The
room was dark. Even with the lamp aimed across the desk and onto his laptop the
room was dark. He worked as he could but Emily was leaving his imagination and
he missed her presence there in spite of the darkness. The hares and squirrels were
active again. He could hear them trying to shuffle their way into the dustbins
outside, securely fastened against them.

On three nights each week Lucy stays at Jean-Luc and Cristina’s house. She
does not plan which nights, takes her direction from the slide of her feet before the

cinema or the sound of the mountains, unless she realises she has not been there
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for three or four days and the mixture of obligation and affection demands it. The
house likes her, she feels. Its rooms welcome her. She doesn’t light a fire but the
heating vibrates warmth. Some rooms she visits all the time, the kitchen, the
lounge, the bedroom given to her for her stays. Sometimes she sits in their
bedroom and enjoys its colours, the whites and creams of their world, envies the
quiet they share. For those few sunken minutes she stares around the room, until
the sense of invasion, hers and theirs, claims her back to the staircase.

She stayed alone, in spite of Cristina’s clear invitation. When she was certain
that Luc and Cristina had left, when their scents and skins had begun to dissipate
at the far kitchen table, Alain came too. Lucie tried to cook for him but he had
brought bread and tomatoes, olive oil infused with oregano and thyme. She
wanted to make use of the equipment and the moment with lamb in red wine.
They ate separate meals and he left, on her implicit request. They slept
soundlessly.

Why should it be that Max and Diane would compel Emily to leave? As the
lacerations of his studies healed in his notepad he wondered when the last time
was when Max and Diane’s proclamations were anything other than an affirming
comfort ritual, self-perpetuating and elusive. Did they truly feel love? Almost out
loud he lost Emily, nakedly mouthing her name at his reflection in the night
window. The trees outside looked back at him. If Max and Diane’s words were
interchangeable, then were their sentiments also nothing more than formulae?
How could Fabrice construct Emily, his Emily, against their deconstruction? It
didn’t matter then that she frightened him with her uncovered back and shoulders
sloping up to the grace of her neck, hidden in the random shrug of her hair. She
was like a lover, fragmented into leaves, branches and trunk, several trunks, a

formation of ancient, ecological demands, and however hard he might try it would
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always be possible to dismiss her in a can of Coke or Hatsuke’s bleak acceptance.
He spoke to her as he closed the curtains. In a basement flat in Toronto Emily
tried to reply. The trees did their best to block out the sound.

“Will you stay tonight?” Lucie asks. “I want you to stay.”

“On the hill?” The phrase has become their shorthand for Jean-Luc’s house, a
code to signify their association.

“At the apartment.”

Alain hesitates. Her apartment is hers. It is a possession and an identity. In
Geneva the house he shared with Marie had first been his, had space and worlds
which were his to roam. Since he had fled to Evian he had been trapped in the
four rooms of his rented apartment at the far end of town, lost in its newness, low-
maintenance, long-term leases with lifts and a low service charge. The hill house
offers reminders of who and where he had once been, and although it is not his it
is not Lucie’s either. A neutral, informed location. “If you want me to.”

“Ido.”

“Why?”

“What a strange thing to ask. Why do you think?” The perforated glass of the
cinema ticket office is between them. It is Friday, the second showing of a
romantic comedy he has seen before.

“I’m not sure. I’ve told you many times that I love you, but you’ve never said
it to me. Sometimes I think it’s just convenience.”

She pushes three fingers out to him through the holes in the perspex. A glance
at her eyes tells him to meet her touch with his own. “Alain, you’re not a
convenience,” she says. “In fact, you’re inconvenient. I wasn’t looking for you.

You came to find me, remember? Here, at the cinema.”

“I remember.”
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“But that doesn’t mean I don’t love you. I wouldn’t ask you to stay if I didn’t.”

“Then why do you never tell me, when I tell you?”

“It wouldn’t be right,” she says quietly, stroking the tips of his fingers. “If 1
say it in response then it would seem forced, unnatural even.”

“Not to me.”

“No?”

He shakes his head and smiles to encourage her to continue.

She raises a shoulder, almost in indifference or uncertainty. “We must see it
differently, I suppose. I don’t know.”

Two young men come to the counter to buy tickets for the film, making Alain
break the skin contact and step to one side. “It’s just about to start,” Lucy says,
looking quickly at the clock above her. “Hurry through, you should be in time.
The beginning is important.” They take their slivers of paper and hurry away, a
young laugh floating with them.

“I don’t know quite how to explain it,” Lucie continues when Alain reappears
in front of her. The pause has given her the chance to arrange her words. They
don’t want to be voiced. “If I say ‘I love you’ because, or after, you’ve said it to
me, then it’s like I'm saying it out of duty or habit. It should be more spontaneous
than that. It should demand that I say it, not be demanded of me. Do you
understand?”

“Not really, but I'm trying to.” He realises that he has been staring at her, at
the looseness of her jumper at her shoulders, at her mouth as it was moving, at her
teeth and tongue. The awareness makes him blink, take his gaze from her eyes and
move it to the wall behind her or the floor. His eyes are cruel, he knows. Their
fierce almond glare distracts or threatens. He still thinks of Astrid at the café, the

way her head tilted sharply away when she looked up at him, about I.”Homme
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Rouille and the witnesses on the pavement when his inside wheel bounced on the
kerb, their scolding, correcting expressions until he looked directly back at them.
And Marie before them all. She taught him to look away.

“Fabrice will be here soon, won’t he?” he asks. “I’ll wait for you outside.”

Fabrice left Manitoba with memories of the cabins and the trees. The sun had
begun to break through to the lower branches, and on the day he stood waiting in
the clearing to be collected a bright, verdant breeze was carrying light into him.
He felt as though Evian was reaching out to him.

It wasn’t that he was homesick, that there were noises in his head urging him
to France or the Alps. It was more like a current of electricity, a charge repeating
and reflecting home in the wind or the sunlight, scents of woodland, the sounds of
a bursting spring echoing through the undergrowth. And yes, the trees, elm and
black spruce reminding him of those forests still scattered on the lower hills,
between houses, villages and towns.

The cars arrived at the terminus, delivering and collecting. He helped to
unload them of the supplies they had brought for the cabins, as he had done every
Saturday for the previous eight weeks. In the trampled clearing, still sodden from
the winter’s rain and snow, he knew that he was in the first departure lounge of
the journey home.

The lake is cold, colder than Alain imagines. He stares down at the dark water
with brutal eyes, seeing the threat it carries. Perhaps it is his city childhood in
Lille, but he can’t reconcile himself to the theory of water and pleasure. Even the
years in Geneva with its delight at its geographical position have failed to make
him connect the two abstracts. For him water means danger, the unknown, tides

and currents to manoeuvre him from safety. Oceans, seas and rivers are merely
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things to be crossed in order to reach somewhere else, by whichever means
possible. Lakes, of course, are pointless.

He can see their beauty. Not for himself, but what others perceive as their
beauty, can recognise the slopes and shores around them and appreciate the cool
contrast of their surfaces, but those are only distractions, symbols of their
wastefulness. And there he is, standing at the edge of Lake Geneva, waiting for
Lucie. Imagine his thoughts, if you can, staring at the night water, so calm and
ineffective. Evian is not his home. It is a town which is not Geneva, an easy
commute, a place which does not remember Marie but vaguely knows Lucy. How
can he feel on that late evening while the film starts? When it comes to lakes he is
illiterate. He has no language for his location, no method of communicating with
it, and no way to tell Lucie how the bleary, flat shape overwhelms him. He
remembers an argument with Marie, many years before. No, not an argument, that
is too strong a word. A discussion, then. The sharing of opinions.

“You have no passion in you, Alain. Do you know that?”

It was one of those occasions when you make an effort, for no clear reason.
They were at home. Dinner had been prepared carefully. A tablecloth had been
found. Two pairs of wine glasses and two sets of cutlery had been laid out, one for
each course.

No passion. If she had seen him facing the water just so that he would be
standing next to Lucie while she smoked her usual cigarette. He loves Lucie. He
has told her so, many times.

The steel frame of the cinema door bangs shut, like it always does. Lucy and
Fabrice come round the corner, not quite apart. She nods at Fabrice, a gesture of

connectivity and the compulsion to speak to Alain, and walks the few steps to the

lake.

101



“You're always here,” she says, sliding her lighter from the pocket of her
jeans, “waiting by the water.”

“You like to come here. I've seen you do it.”

She lights a cigarette, a physical response. “It depends on the weather. If it’s
raining or windy, I’d rather stay under cover. If it’s not, then it’s something to
look at. Have you decided about tonight? Are you coming back?” Her mouth
curves to blow the fresh smoke away from him and out over the lake. He doesn’t
like the smell of cigarettes, she knows that. Marie smoked for a while, at the end.
She doesn’t know that.

“What you want, I want.”

She arches her spine and leans across to kiss his cheek. “I’m glad.”

Jean-Luc is still thinking about Cristina. She has not been the same since
Cavaglia. Or before that, he wonders, possibly since he first suggested they spend
some of Richard’s impending money. They had chosen the destinations together,
eventually settling on Francophone countries where they, or rather Richard, could
understand other cultures. He was to practise speaking, to make himself heard by
other tongues in his own language. Tunis led to Morocco and the forced seclusion
of a hotel, their brief excursions to the markets carrying only disappointment.
Nobody spoke to Richard and he didn’t speak back, preferred instead to hide as
well as he could behind Cristina’s ever-thinning legs while she was confronted by
traders. He was invisible in his youth and silence, his lack of available wealth. For
Luc the frustration of his family’s sullen faces in the dry, hot air made him long
for the comfort of water. The pool at the hotel tasted of chlorine and arrogance.
They left early for Senegal and the wild sea.

Richard is asleep again. They bore him through the trauma of take-off and

waited for him to relax into the window seat and the cabin wall, a blanket and a
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pillow replacing his mother’s thighs. She too is asleep. Jean is stretched into the

aisle seat, reflecting. Yellow ink smells of violets.
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Evian 111

She has not been the same since Cavaglia. Gianluca is commanding, Jean thinks,
and hopes he will not be like that with Richard. He believes he won’t. He
remembers skiing before they left, Richard’s growing independence, follows the
thought down to the lake and the snow-taste of the water.

The cinema is finally empty. A young couple were the last to leave, hesitated
in the foyer to put their coats on. Lucy has already changed into her boots for the
walk home. In spite of only walking through the few streets to her apartment that
evening it has become a habit to take them to work, a subconscious excuse to
change her mind and go to Luc’s house if the air sounds too cold or she needs the
quiet. Manes has taken to wearing black trainers instead of his safety shoes. No
one has noticed. They give him more grip on the damp floor.

Perhaps it was before that, Jean wonders, even before they had set off? Yes, he
understands that the restaurant had not been good for her, that it had made her feel
out of place with both of her families. But it was not enough to explain the shades
of shadows in her eyes or the way she tied her hair back, surely?

She had enjoyed Italy, he is certain of that much at least. She fell into her
language, the chance to speak Italian again, sounds of accentuated vowels coming
from her like the humming of insect wings, persistent and heightening. As early as
the second train he noticed their absence. He saw no echo in her of the other
passengers’ conversations or the station announcements. By the time of the flight
to Tunisia she had regained her quiet, and though Richard was bounding with a

consuming mixture of weariness and excitement Luc can still recall Cristina’s

quiet.
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A steward comes to him and resets the ‘call’ button above his head. “Sir?”

Luc does not know he has pressed it. “Her silence is louder now,” he says. The
steward’s composed expression shows no reaction to his unexpected words. “Can
I have another pillow? My son has mine.” He points towards Richard, snuggled
into the window.

Cristina and Richard are quiet. Luc senses the air around the plane and the air
within, the artificial pressure. It is tasteless, anodyne, has no effect on him. He
misses the scents of ink and mountains.

Lucien sells books from a rented shop only two streets away from the lake. He
keeps tourist copies of the latest fashions in three languages, sometimes four,
depending on the season, yet most of his income comes from selling rare editions
online. His father wanted him to continue the restaurant but he had no flair for
cooking and no head for garlic. “You can go to college,” his father had said.
“Keep with the standard menu. It sells.” Lucien took instead to a career, such as it
is, selling the classics. Besides, the shop gives him the time and excuse to read.
Once or twice each year he and Fabrice meet for dinner, struggling to continue a
friendship which has not existed since they were fifteen.

Lucy is at the airport again, alone in the narrow columns of a newspaper. She
is there earlier than usual, much earlier. Flights are still arriving although the last
departure has issued its final call for boarding. She is trying not to watch the shops
close or the airline staff seal their desks for the night. If you looked up past the
edge of the entrance canopy you would be able to see the fuel trails of aircraft,
vapour trails at their wingtips.

The green seats of the café give her enough protection. She does not feel the
need to smoke. But she is earlier than usual and the halls are populated. You

might look at her presence as a sign of a growing ease, a loosening. And that may
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be your only comment. The paper is creased where a previous reader has folded it
to half complete the crossword.

She is reading the weather reports for France, Switzerland, Northern Italy and
Africa. The lid is off her coffee, which probably means that she doesn’t plan to
stay there for long. Or it is too hot, or she wants to watch the steam rise and float
away, and even if you knew her thoughts would they explainlwhich? You cannot
hear her, not with the noise of the terminal settling down into its soft, later glow.
Tonight she will stay at Jean-Luc’s house and she doesn’t want to arrive too late.
She should not have gone to the airport, not while it is taking in passengers. It’s
Alain’s fault, of course, his and Brel singing ‘Le plat pays’ and making her need
to sense the mountains around her from a different location. Why else would she
be there, you wonder, what does she gain from such a visit, when it is too early for
her language to be there?

“It’s exciting to see you again. How long has it been? Eight months? Nine?”

“Yes, probably. I was in Canada for seven months and I’ve been back for
almost two now,” Fabrice replies. They are at the deepest, furthest table, waiting
for the start of the €19 menu.

“Two already, and I can’t believe we haven’t met till now.”

“There’s been a lot to sort out after such a long trip.”

“Of course, I understand. I wasn’t accusing you of avoiding me.” Lucien
smiles at his good humour.

“And my grandmother, I think she’s worse now.”

“I'm sorry,” says Lucien. The strand of conversation appears finished. Their
pité de compagne arrives and Lucien picks up a knife to cut his onto the

accompanying bread. “But it’s s0 exciting. Canada, I mean. Tell me about it.”
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Fabrice crushes the edge of a fork through his pat€ and delivers a chunk to his
mouth. He chews slowly, allowing the simple complexities to activate his taste
buds, then tears some bread to clean them for the next mouthful. “There were
trees,” he says finally, holding the piece of bread so near to his face that he could
reach out and kiss it if he chose to. It is a fortification, a way to keep Toronto only
for himself.

“There were trees,” repeats Lucien. “Obviously there were trees, that’s why
you went. But what else? You can’t have spent every minute with the trees. What
other excitements did you find?” He scrapes his knife across the plate and
removes the last of his paté, eating as fast as he is talking. It has been months
since he has seen Fabrice, and he is excited. “Come on, Fabrice, it’s been months.
I’'m excited.”

Naturally he’s excited, Fabrice thinks. He finds everything exciting. It must
come from a life in books. Without being seen Fabrice pushes his lips out slightly
and rubs them against the sharp crust of his bread, savouring the sensation.

How can this man, this Lucien, be the image of the boy Fabrice fell in love
with when he was eleven? His live, blonde hair has fallen to brown. His round
eyes are lost behind rectangular glasses. Under the failed curves of his mouth and
jaw there is the onset of a second chin. They are grown, of course, he and Lucien.
He knows that he too is not as he was then, and is glad of it. Who would want to
be as they were at eleven or twelve, left forever in that hinterland of post-child
pre-adulthood?

And the love too, that had not been real, even then. Sometimes Fabrice
remembers how he felt in the world they shared. He knows the sensations for what
they were, simply that, sensations. The discovered ability to experience a

transmission other than that of the boyish sharing of games. It didn’t matter that
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the object of his discovery was a boy. He knew that his grand desire was Platonic,
a kind of super-love, a supra-love. There was nothing physical in his love apart
from the beauty of Lucien. But don’t think that his love didn’t exist, no. Just
because Fabrice knows the reality or otherwise of his sentiments, their linguistic
value, does not mean that you can believe him. You would understand if you had
seen Lucien at eleven, those eyes and their passion. Look at him now, in front of
Fabrice. In that older, indulged face are the same marks which once made him
beautiful, yet you would only call him plain, as invisible as the words on a page of
his favourite book.

“I was thinking about your grandmother last week, after I rang you. I had an
1867 edition of Les Maitres sonneurs she might have liked.”

“Sand? She’s already got a copy, I'm sure.”

“This one was beautiful, bound in red leather and with its gilt edging still
intact. Very exciting.”

“I think she’s more interested in the writing, in the words themselves rather
than the cover,” Fabrice says. He reaches for a glass of water to rinse the bread
taste and give him time to correct his insult. He has offended Lucien’s passion, he
knows, but cannot think how to refresh their moments. “Besides, her eyes aren’t
able to see the text clearly anymore,” he says at last, replacing the glass.

“That’s a shame.”

Fabrice shrugs. “I tried to read to her but she says that it sounds wrong when I
say it, that I don’t understand the language properly.”

“Perhaps her eyesight will get better when she gets home, to her own
surroundings.”

“I don’t think she’ll go home, not now. It looks like the operation she had has

hurt her more than the accident.” He pauses to allow the waitress to deliver their
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plates of cuisse de canard confite au cidre. She is young and certain, with a tiny
piercing in her right nostril which makes her lighter shades of blonde hair shine in
the bright wall-light at their table. She smiles, chants bon appetit with the
emphasis on the last syllable, rising, casually polite without being professional or
bored. Fabrice sees her bare shoulders as she turns and leaves, thin black straps
bisecting each to sustain her vest. He thinks instantly of Emily, her nakedness
striding confidently away from him to the kitchen or bathroom, and shakes his
head to clear her from his attention. Lucien, the meal and the subject of his
grandmother reappear in his view.

“Perhaps I shouldn’t have gone when 1 did.”

“To Canada? Why not?”

Fabrice shrugs again, a gesture he has become more familiar with since the
silence of the boreal forest and the noise of Max or Diane. “She was upset. She
tried to tell me that I'd made my mother miserable, but it seems to me that she
was the one who felt deserted.”

“You had to go, surely? An opportunity as exciting as that has to be taken.
Who knows when you’d have got another one?”” Lucien asks, carving quickly into
his duck. A mouthful reaches his face before Fabrice can start to reply, but he
hears the question as so inviting of a personal, private reply that he considers
shrugging it away. Lucien chews and swallows. Fabrice changes his mind about
the shrug and blinks instead.

A line of duck fat and cider edges along Lucien’s knife, towards his once-
beautiful fingers. “You still haven’t told me much about it, this exciting trip of

yours. There must have been more than trees. No secret assignations to reveal, no

exciting nights out?”
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Cristina is still angry. Luc tried to talk to her while they waited for their
luggage. His phrases whirled around her like the empty baggage carousel.

Fabrice has his thoughts pulled back to Emily again, though he tells himself he
doesn’t want to think of her. Soon after he had begun work on his notes he
considered writing to her. She was so involved in them, was present in the first
twenty pages of observations as much as the spruce, lichen and wildlife. But there
were so many things he didn’t want to say to her and he didn’t know how not to
say them. As the weeks of writing and not writing passed the pages of his
notebook grew quieter. He had visited Maman Sulpice and heard her call him
Doudou. He had found the job at the cinema. Lucien’s excited questions are
becoming as easy to avoid as the waitress’s shoulders or the widening spaces in
the margins of his research.

By half past eleven Lucy was leaving Geneva, passing through the suburbs at
the south side of the lake and hearing the low, metallic throb of the city’s
electricity fade to darkness. The lights away from the road became more
infrequent. The houses were fewer, and those which persisted were gradually
being fastened for the night. Bedrooms lights were switched off as she passed.
Dogs were silenced. In the small towns along the route the late-night takeaways
and open air kiosks had closed. The bulbs at traffic lights and pedestrian crossings
stayed green. By the time she slowed for the border back into France the one lone
guardian of Swiss sovereignty was locking the cabin and heading for his car. He
shone a torch at Lucy, saw the nationality of her number plate and waved her
through.

Home, she thought, raking her teeth over the scar tissue on the left edge of her
bottom lip, enjoying the sensation of no sensation. She didn’t like Geneva, hadn’t

done so since an awkward incident with an over-zealous security guard on a
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school visit to the United Nations building. On such things decisions are made.
And the drive back from the airport was always shaded by a unique sense of
disappointment.

On the way there she felt something else. It’s impossible to say exactly what
she felt. If not buoyant then at least hopeful, optimistic perhaps. Certainly the
deep tree seats in the café gave her a place to hide, a place to reveal herself. Those
times have become ritualistic, almost a way of allowing herself slowly to evolve,
to speak out loud in the repetition of news sentences.

But you may be making too bleak a picture of her, there or behind the velvet
glass of the cinema ticket office. She was open. She smiled at those who smiled at
her, repeated hello to strangers in shops. Like you she chooses what to say and
when, how to say it, how not to say it. How to react and reply.

No, she is no different from you. But she uses the café for respite, and
invariably the journey away from such recuperative moments makes her feel
vaguely miserable or melancholic. And Alain was claiming her, somehow
defining or limiting. His explanations of love brought borders of explanation with
them, idioms and dialects which even if she wanted to she could not understand.
They were not hers, not yours.

The night was irresistibly hot. A clear, burning mid-April day had given way
to an overcast night, trapping the spring warmth in the air. Lucy turned the
thermostat on her heater to cold and opened the vents, not wanting to open a
window or turn on the air-conditioning. The road peeled further away from the
shore, removing the chance of a low mountain breeze. ‘Home’, she thought again,
‘almost’, then ‘Alain’. He would not be with her. She didn’t like the way he
altered his body shape when she was staying at Luc’s house. It was her brother’s

house. It belonged to him and Cristina, was where Richard slept safely. On the
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late roads around Thonon, to the bottling plant existence of Amphion and on to
the gentle hill in the high reach of Evian the car generated artificial wind for her
fingers and face. She was still too warm, had grown hotter with thoughts of
Alain’s possession.

“T’ll have to try to talk to him,” she said to the front tyre, clicking the locks
shut outside the house. Inside the rooms welcomed her, as they always did. Jean-
Luc’s house, his, Cristina’s and Richard’s. She turned lights on, took her shoes off
and walked around, inspecting, checking, greeting. Something about the flow
from kitchen to dining room to lounge warmed her in a way which the onrushing
release of atmospheric pressure could not. At the bottom of the stairs she smelled
it again, tasted the glow of her brother’s family home, a building Cristina and he
had helped to design. The trees beyond Richard’s bedroom window were swishing
in the wind. Lucy smiled at them, at the house’s ambition and creation.

“Perhaps,” she murmured, closing the curtains as the rain finally began to fall.
She went back downstairs and made a cup of coffee to remove the residual
bitterness of the airport taste, then settled on the earth-coloured sofa to watch
television for a while and think more kindly of Alain. She had to turn the volume
up twice as the rain flashed brightly across the windows.

Jean-Luc hands their passports over and waits for the usual inspection. The
sombre eyes of the woman barring their way look down at them. Her hands flick
through the pages to their inexpressive, unrealistic photographs.

“You are French,” she says, in a light, amiable voice which seems to have no
connection to her face.

“Ttahien,” Richard replies.

She crouches to make her eyes level with his. “Your passport says you are

French. Your parents’ passports say they are French.”
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Richard giggles. He is in front of Cristina, twisting from side to side with the
found energy and confidence of an experienced traveller. “Itahien,” he repeats,
and lifts his arms above his head to search for his mother’s arms.

“I don’t believe you. I think you’re French.”

Richard giggles again, louder. Cristina sighs silently.

The customs officer straightens herself and hands the passports back to Luc.
“Holiday?”

“Yes.”

“That’s fine, thank you.” She steps to the side to let them pass, mouthing
‘French’ at Richard as he leads Cristina through.

“Itahien,” he whispers back, hesitating.

Behind him Cristina is trying to pull a suitcase as well as control her child and
frustration. “Move,” she orders, then “Jean, wait.”

She has been silent, frighteningly so. Luc does as he is asked without delay.
He 1s sure she will talk now, beckons Richard to him and makes him sit on his
suitcase against the wall. A cleaning trolley passes by, laden with sprays and
mops and cloths. Yellow ink sounds come to Jean-Luc again with the squeal of its
wheels, the yellow of violets and the magenta rattles, all peaches and nectarines.
He fears a reaction from Cavaglia and hopes for it too, would welcome her
restitution. The words he hears are not those he is expecting. They clash like the
blades of a printing machine, trimming, arranging, organising.

“] want to go home, Jean.” She pronounces the J of his name fiercely, like an
Italian G.

“Home? To Evian?”

“Yes, where else?”
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He takes her to the nearest table at an arrivals snack bar. Richard is placated
and sedated with treats, a fizzy drink and sweet pastries filled with apricot and
spice, diversions. Luc tries to find a code in which he and Cristina can talk safely.

“What’s the matter?”

“Nothing.” Moments pass, seconds of not quite quiet. She must confess, or
release her anger. “I can’t stay here. [ want to go home.”

“I don’t understand. You wanted to take this year as much as I did.”

“Of course you don’t understand. You can’t, because you can’t hear me.”

“I can hear you now.”

“Can you?” She strokes Richard’s hair, pulls him close to her to block the
sounds and stretches of her words. “It’s not just me. Don’t you see? It’s someone

else.”

114



11
Geneva 111

The hotel is small, almost so small as to be unnecessary, yet it had looked good
online and was only for one short night. Although the font money had begun to
arrive there was no need to spend recklessly, Jean had thought, and certainly not
on what was no more than a stop-off point, an intersection. Their room is
adequate, functional, looks out over the end of Sandaga market. Scents of soap,
wood smoke and rotting fish jostle with that of roasted peanuts to seep blindly
into the air. Luc does not smell them. He is remembering violets, and her hair.

The two single beds have floral covers over cotton sheets. There are no
blankets, not even on the clearest winter night. Richard is asleep on top of the bed
nearest the door, away from the tragic angles of light permeating the closed
shutters. He has worn himself out again with a child’s vigour. That, and the time
spent travelling, has forced him into a long low sleep.

It 1s late morning in Dakar. He is dream-filled, skis right into street markets
and demands with perfect pronunciation the finest necklaces for his mother, a gold
watch strap for his father, something amber and shiny for Lucy and perhaps a
present for Alain too, reaching down to him and smiling with vivid green eyes
like those he had seen in the gift sculpture of a cat standing on the floor next to a
stall whose owner had pestered Cristina more than any other. The cat was as tall
as him and had narrow, pointed ears. It looked like it had been drawn by a child.
His grandfather could do better, but he only draws new letters, lines and curves on
a page, and what use are they?

The ceiling fan whirls ineffectively against the late morning air, hanging in a

stale stupor. Far away, in the corner by the shuttered glass, Jean-Luc stands
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listening to Cristina showering. He hears all her familiar sounds, the slap of
rubbed bodywash, the rough scratches as she lathers shampoo through her hair,
the swishes of rinsing, a regular line of light scrapes as she shaves her legs. The
water angle and flow are different but her actions are the same. He knows the
sequence, has heard it so many times at home that he could recite it to you now.

Perhaps it is the time of day or the location, but the language of her washing
has changed. Why is she showering? For whom? It might only be that she wants
to feel refreshed after the flight or clean the heat and grime from her skin. It could
be the minutes of respite which lure her, some solitude and controlled quiet, an
enactment of her own private volition. Yet the possibility lingers that she is trying
to escape, to avoid the repercussions of her statement. She had agreed to go to the
hotel, yes, but that was a practical decision. It gave a solution only to the
immediate worries of flights and details, of Richard’s care.

Luc waits in the corner, looking at his son’s dream-flickering eyelids. When
Cristina comes back into the room and sits on the empty bed he doesn’t let her
rest, wrapped in two towels. “Who is it? Why?”

“It’s nobody.”

“It must be someone. Who?”

“Why do you want to know? It doesn’t matter, not now.”

“Yes it does. It’s important. It concerns Richard.” Luc has had washing
minutes in which to choose his sentences. His first choice was to use Richard’s
name and watch for her reaction.

There is none. “It’s no one you know, and no one Richard knows. I told you, it
doesn’t matter. You’re asking the wrong questions.”

Lucy is swivelling in the old wicker chair. She has pulled it to the window of

Jean’s lounge and aimed her view at the rooftops and the lake. Beside her is a pot
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of coffee, a packet of biscuits and a pile of books. She has put a hairband on to
keep her eyes clear while she looks down at whichever book she will put in her
lap. Small threads of bed-worn hair slip past and onto her temples. The radio is
on, the low resonance of a distant foreign language station. Its incomprehensible
conversations will keep her company without disturbing her reading, a way of
allowing her to keep enough awareness of the outside world to rejoin it when she
wants to. The morning has come with sunshine and calm. She is happy, has
connected herself to her thoughts.

“Then which questions should I ask? Please, tell me.”

“Tell you?” Cristina replies, indignantly. Fast words run to her, phrases
screeching and crunching through her mind, but she does not say any of them.

For a time they are motionless and wavering, like two trees whose branches
sway in the breeze but never quite touch. The carpet between them is dust.
Eventually Cristina remembers her shower and stands to finish drying herself. She
unwraps the towels and rubs the sections of her arms and legs which were
uncovered, her skin coated with a mixture of old water and new sweat. Her hair is
tangled. Loops of black cleave to her neck. Moisture swathes her forehead, cheeks
and jaw.

While she smoothes the drier towel across herself Luc remembers her body,
sees as before the slender glides of her legs as she lifts first one foot and then the
other onto the edge of the bed to dry her thighs, knees and calves. The sight of her
feet makes him think of her lying on the sofa, her heels on him.

He sees the smooth ridges left on her belly from when she was pregnant. She
dries them carefully. He sees her breasts and shoulders, her back when she turns
to search for clean clothes in the unpacked suitcase resting on the only chair. Near

the base of her spine is the mark left by the ski pole of a Dutch woman who had
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gone onto a red run by mistake and fallen across the slope. He knows Cristina’s
body.

It carries their history. She folds a towel over twirls of her hair and tries to rub
it dry but it does not seem to make much difference. The room is getting hotter,
she thinks, and T want to go home. She is angry with her parents for being who
they are.

When Alain’s car touched the kerb he felt the steering wheel jolt in his hands.
The tyres slipped and gripped. Apples and lemons rolled in the dark charcoal
carpet of the footwell and crashed back into the carrier bag. He remembered the
sound they made, one in particular, deep red and angry, was able to describe it
precisely to the police when they arrived. He repeated too with fierce,
concentrating eyes how he had tried to correct the angle of the wheels and prevent
the impact. The driver of the other car, a silver Citroén, had done nothing wrong,
he insisted. He was determined to make that clear. It was his fault, a moment of
carelessness or inattention.

L’Homme Rouille’s papers were getting wet so it must have been raining.
That would explain some of the motions, the gentle whines from the tyres where
he would have expected an irritated cry. There were a few pedestrians. It was
early evening.

He recalled the moments of impact, the way that his bumper had angled into
the Citroén’s low front light and the easy shattering of glass. He saw the driver’s
face, her image of uselessness. After that his attention was focussed on his stop
and recoil. He knew nothing of the silver retreating under the pressure or its
subsequent slither to the far side of the road. The apple bounced into the plastic

bag and the lemons. Safe on the back seat were the two bottles of water he had

remembered to buy for Marie, not knowing.
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Cristina is angry with her brother for escaping.

Alain woke in the cold morning distance of his apartment, knowing that Lucie
was not at hers. He thought about calling her, poured coffee into a bowl and
dipped chunks of yesterday’s bread into it, softening, soaking away. They had
eaten together, quickly, before her early departure for the airport. In the shower
the water washed the smell of smoke from his hair and into his face. He could still
smell the stale, perfumed cigarette fumes, remembered Marie on his skin.

“No.” He stopped washing, stood still in the hot pressured flow of the new
building and let the water bounce a massage on his shoulders. And they were
beautiful shoulders, demanding, carrying weight and power, comfort, the
consequence of his build and the years passed in Lille with his arms dancing just
above a draughtsman’s table, muscles tensed and formed, a balance, an array.
Sometimes he missed the days before Geneva, when his design of food packaging
involved more than skipping a mouse across a mouse pad. If the office was quiet
he sat at an easel again and let his arms and hands create once more, drafting,
assessing, reworking. Marie adored his shoulders, told him many times how much
she loved the curves of his elbows and upper arms, the shapes of his collar bones
and his chest.

“No,” he repeated, wondering if he should have left the door open to let some
of the steam free. The smell of smoke washing away made him think of Lucie. He
turned off the water, stepped onto the clean, brown tiles of the bathroom floor and
lathered his face to shave. The mirror looked back at him like a night window. He
remembered the storm, rain crashing towards him. At three o’clock he had peered

through the curtains and seen rivers swelling in the streets, imagined the invisible

lake to his side pulsing with anticipation and delight.
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“No,” a third time, “that’s not the way it is.” Water dripped from him onto the
tiles and slipped away to the drain. In the clearing glass his eyes were dangerous,
brutal, more so above the white of the shaving foam. He smiled to see if the
expression would soothe their ferocity but his teeth glared in lipless wonder and
made him recoil. The act of shaving was blind. He revealed his face slowly,
concentrating his vision on the stretches of jaw or cheek appearing with each
stroke. His shoulders and arms were beautiful, maintained their abilities in the
mirror, their naked skin and shapes working in motion. Marie had loved his arms
from the first moment she noticed their tenderness, sketching his concentration on
a packet for rice.

It was soon after he had moved to Switzerland. He recognised her gazes, her
suggestions, she recognised his returns. Their courtship was traditional and brief,
unspectacular. Within months she had departed for his house in the north of the
city, taken shelter under the Jura mountains and his sonorous, troubadour voice,
his almond attentiveness. Was she mistaken in her reflections? Should she have
waited, carefully avoiding his questions and kissing him to silence, or simply
refused his idea altogether? She loved him, yes, the art of his pencil, his hands and
hips, the broad pull of his shoulders, but was her love enough to act upon?
Perhaps the act itself was its own justification.

And she was lured by his eyes, brutal and courageous. Yet his eyes are not
brutal. They have no ferocity of their own, no clamour or cruelty, you know that
already. In themselves they possess only that which you choose to give them.
Marie gave them love. He had eyes of her love, as far as she could tell.

Lucy has had to move the wicker chair as the sun glares into Jean’s lounge.

She is looking down at the book in her lap, old fiction, pulling at strands of hair



between her temple and her ear. Three times her hairband has fallen forwards.
Each time made her jump.

She has turned the radio off. It demanded her attention even though she could
not understand what was being said, as if the difference obliged her to listen more
closely. She takes hold of a few strands and slides her finger and thumb along
them, skin to tip, repeat. The manoeuvre helps her to read, each contact creating a
slow purring sound to focus the text from her eyes to her brain. Her hand moves
in rhythm with the lines before her. She takes her hand away from her head to turn
the page and returns to the sound.

She wishes she had Cristina’s hair. From her chair at one side of the window,
away from the bright angles, she can see the road turning to disappear into the
trees. She remembers snow banked up on both sides, slush-splattered, the base of
each bank mud brown from the spray of cars driven too fast, even if they have
their lights on. When she walks on that stretch she can hear the snow melting,
complaining, ice drips cracking in the daylight. At night they will freeze again,
compact into hard walls to line the road.

Cristina is angry with Luc for not letting her speak. She has beautiful hair,
black, suspended curls around her neck. Lucy wishes she had Cristina’s hair,
stands in front of the mirror in Jean’s hallway and pulls at the short strands of her
own to try to see what the purring noise looks like.

And what of Marie, her sudden, invisible departure and her note? She is a
name, a faceless history. There is only Alain’s story, her effect. Her voice is gone,
perhaps was never present. What happened in the years they spent together? She
was happy, he says, held him and was held. Though neither spoke of marriage the
subject was there, implicit in their embrace and conversation. As to the end of

their love, there can only be speculation. One voice is not enough, can never be.
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It might be that she became immune to him, that the language he used created
distraction or even revulsion in her. Or the opposite may be true, that he changed
into a distracted, revulsed version of himself, carrying bottles of water home with
silent, sterile phrases. Whose creation can you believe? If she read brutality in his
eyes, as she claims she did, then what or who caused that vision?

There is no certainty here, not in the failures of their love, the loves they
declared. It could be that the failures began before those embedded declarations,
in the moments of their primary arrangement into sentences, spoken gently and
earnestly in the calm of his office. She was standing beside him when she first
said it, he recalls, watching the fine pen in his fine hand jotting rough exercises for
a new eco-friendly carrier bag, although he could be mistaken.

Maman Sulpice was buried in her cobalt blue dress. Fabrice waited to see if
anyone at the service would read for her but no one did. By the grave he took her
copy of Les Maitres sonneurs from his pocket and opened it at random. He read to
himself, silently, so as not to corrupt the words with his voice.

“You have no passion in you, Alain. Do you know that?” Since the
understandings of his shower Alain has walked into town to buy bread and
candles. He stood for a while at the lake’s edge near the cinema, imagining Lucie.
“She is real,” he said loudly, his ballad voice carrying onto the surface. “More real
than me.”

An elderly couple in too-thick winter coats were throwing scraps for the fish.
A stone at the bottom of the water changed into a crab and captured the larger,
sinking flesh.

“More real than me,” Alain repeated to them.



The couple turned their heads to him and recognised his expression. “Yes, I
should think so,” the woman said. Her smile was also real, as real as her arm
linked through that of her husband’s tan coat or the bacon in her fingers. “A girl?”

Alain nodded.

“A lover?”

Another nod and the shapes of an almond smile, natural and unforeseen.

“Have you told her?”

Cristina is angry. Richard is awake and worried. When Alain called Jean-
Luc’s house at the end of the long morning there was no reply. Lucy is at the
airport again, early, earlier than usual, but she is outside the arrivals hall, lifting
Cristina’s suitcase into the boot of her car.

“What happened?”

“I can’t tell you now,” Cristina says. She watches Lucy pick Richard up to hug
him, wishing that they could leave immediately, without the familial
constructions. She is tired.

In the building behind her Jean-Luc is pulling his suitcase along another part
of the dull, polished floor. He is looking forward to the train journey to Italy to
collect the car. The quiet days will bring him room for sadness, and perhaps some

reasoning.



12
Cavaglia III

In the coldest weeks of the year the snow is blue and silver. Not at the bottom,
you understand, in the valley roads, and not in the ski towns racked like postcards
halfway up the hills. But high, where the trees are unwilling to lodge in the thin
soil and the mountains become truly themselves. Sometimes the peaks or angles
seem so close that you could reach across from one to the next, if only someone
would hold you as you leaned out. On other days they are more distant and more
untouchable than the sun, especially when the clouds are low and have swallowed
the brightness from the ground or the gloves in front of your face.

Yes, up high the snow is silver and blue, on the cold days when the runs are
clear and dangerous, have ice-formed turns and skips, a sense of becoming or
creating. Those are the mornings Cristina remembers most fondly. Richard is not
yet imagined, or skirts on the shortest skis with Lucy near the bottom of the lift.

Jean-Luc is ahead of Cristina, always. She lets him go, watches his lines and
his thighs tense and relax. She loves him. When he is almost out of sight she
breathes deeply, preparing, and puts her hands over her eyes to readjust her
goggles for the drop. The snow is blue and silver. The light when she moves
towards him is crystalline, hovers above the surface like a welcome, and as she
blends into the streams of the mountain she catches sight of him sweeping to a
stop to look back.

His smile is what she remembers most, his excitement at her approach. They
draft slowly to the lift in hot, sweated silence, talking only with blown breath and

the occasional deliberate bump of elbows. Sometimes they hold hands as the slope

eases to level.



Today is not one of those days. Slushed remnants of the winter litter the streets
on the way back from Geneva, mud-brown and disappointed. Cristina is sitting in
the back of the car with Richard, preferring his anxious sullenness to Lucy’s
inevitable questions.

“When will he be back?”

“Tomorrow, a few days,” Cristina replies. “I don’t know. He’s tired.”

Lucy shapes her mouth into words. A frown merges into her silence. She is
still confused by the wave and eyes she saw at the airport. She realised instantly
that she knew the man who had lifted his hand towards her, saw the cadence in his
walk and his black trainers. After she had loaded Cristina’s luggage she saw him
walk back into the terminal and recognised him, but why had he waved to her?
They had seen each other in cold air, at night. They had never spoken. Yet now he
had chosen to communicate with her as she collected her sister-in-law and
nephew. Speech is pointless, she thought.

Strangely, Manes feels the need to talk to her. Seeing her with others in the car
park daylight makes him want to say something. He doesn’t know what, or why.
They haven’t spoken before. Their relationship has been formal and unconnected,
a recognition.

No, he considers, it is not a want to speak. Wanting denotes a conscious
action, the measuring and balancing of alternatives to decide upon a preference.
He has decided neither on a conversation nor their continued stillness. An urge
then, an instantaneous, uncalculated feeling that he should talk to her. Perhaps he
could have offered to help her lift the suitcase, or comment on the time of day and
their usual meetings at night?

As he passes through the sliding doors and back into the unreality of the

terminal building he sees Jean-Luc walking away. The wheels of Luc’s suitcase
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rattle after him on the floor, silent in the massed noises of other cases and trolleys,
the blur of voices, electrical and unsolvable. Jean had been watching from the
other side of the shaded glass. He saw Richard caressed in Lucy’s arms, saw Lucy
packing the car. Cristina’s form hung in the sunlight like a departing skier on hard
snow. The station is a five-minute walk away. He walks slowly, not hearing the
times of the trains.

During the busy day the busy concourse is cleared of its cleaning trolleys.
Manes recaptures the two full bags of litter he had left inside the door and slips
invisibly towards the next dustbin. “I have always been,” he says, voicing the
latest of his thoughts for no reason other than his own quiet. While Jean traipses
with wonder to the station Manes is wondering, considering.

He knows that he acts, is prone to volition, yet he doesn’t believe he is
impulsive. After all, he didn’t speak to Lucy, did he? And those previous actions,
back as far as the choice of Geneva, the airport, before that even to his wedding.
The speed of his activities might have categorised him as impulsive, a wild
character who will find out later that he should have thought more carefully. His
father thought so, and then his friends.

But they were the right decisions. Yes, decisions. Options and consequences
had been considered and selected. He repeats that he has to believe his thoughts,
accept them as his own. “I have always been,” he says, removes the bag from the
next dustbin and smells the sour spring aroma of a sandwich discarded hours
before. A spooling line of yellow-brown mud-brown liquid is leaking onto the
floor by his feet. There are no cleaning trolleys during the busy day and as he
hurries through a door marked Private the liquid trails along behind him like

decisions. He will return soon to wash and dry the floor, but he didn’t speak to
Lucy.
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When her husband had his second stroke Maman Sulpice might have been
wearing her blue dress. It’s possible also that instead she was sewing its hem, or
sat on the bench next to him to finish repairing the broderie anglaise. Or the dress
might have had no connection to the moments whatsoever, been fixed in her
affections for other reasons.

Fabrice did not know why the dress was important or what it signified. Yet he
knew as soon as he heard of his grandfather’s death that she would attach herself
to it. He knew too that she would suffer without her husband. He had grown up in
the air of their love, seen its consuming attention.

At home Cristina turns on the computer to check her emails and escape from
Lucy. Words are coming to her. She is used to quiet. Lucy has taken Richard
upstairs to play with his unforgotten toys, although as soon as he returns to his
bedroom he closes his curtains against the daylight, just in case. He misses his
father already, understanding that Luc will not be there to close the curtains for
him.

“We left our car in Italy.”

“Yes, that’s right. Papa’s gone to get it, hasn’t he?”

“Yes.” Richard kneels at his smaller toy box, pulling at the tail of a green
dinosaur whose head is stuck under a helicopter. “Itahien,” he says quietly, almost
hiding the word in the sound of the helicopter landing on the floor.

“Here, you have this.” He hands the freed dinosaur to Lucy, who stands it
upright and makes roaring, growling noises and bounces the toy up and down in
mock attack, the usual route to laughter. Richard ignores it and walks to the
bookcase beside his bed.

“Will you read to me? I'm not very good at reading. Show me how to do it.”

In his mother’s suitcase in the hall are the three books he chose to take on holiday.
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He stands still, looking over the titles left behind, sees the colours and lettering on
their spines. When he was very young there was a lamp on the bookcase. It is
gone now.

Lucy looks at the dinosaur in her hand. Its head and front claws are a brighter
green than the darker, tree-green shades on its body, the light browns on its thighs
and back.

Four or five books lie on their sides across the top row. Richard picks them up,
examines their known covers, and puts them back. He chooses instead a yellow
spine from near the middle of the middle shelf, perhaps for safety or colour, sits
on the floor with his back to his bed and looks at the cover as if for the first time.

“We’ve come home.”

The story is about two lions, he thinks. There are pictures of two lions on the
front, and one of the words above them might be ‘Smudge’. Another could be
‘Lost’ or ‘Last’. Lucy is beside him, still holding the dinosaur. She waves it
towards him, brings its open, plastic mouth close to his nose and repeats her
roaring and growling. The book is one of a series.

She remembers Jean-Luc having the full set when she was young. ‘Smudge
and Tiny at Play’. ‘Smudge and Tiny go to School’. ‘A Lion called Tiny’. Luc
wouldn’t let her read them, said they were his and not hers. One Christmas she
was given her own series of easy-readers, about a girl called Betty, and they were
much more exciting.

“Read to me, Oose.”

She snuggles closer to him and adjusts the book in his lap so that she can see
it. “One day, Smudge and Tiny were playing in the jungle, away from the other

lions.” Her voice is light and free.



Cristina is reading, and typing replies. She is glad that she ignored Luc’s
suggestion to find someone else to answer the needy, pleading queries. It is her
connection to the font. There are two more emails from the reserve in Namibia,
one in English and one in awkward, broken French. She extends their permission
in two languages. Most of all she is angry with herself for speaking at last. She
searches for the address of the search engine to see the shapes of the letters on
screen, hoping the sight will make her smile.

The terminal floor is clean and dry. Manes has returned to wipe the trails of his
travels, takes a large, grey bag from the hoard looped around the loose elastic strip
at the side of his luminous yellow jacket and heads for the next dustbin. From
time to time his trainers squeak on the almost white floor, but no one hears. There
are no spare tea green seats at the café. All the newspapers are silently being
recited by other people, tired, strange faces he does not know. He exchanges a
word with the woman pushing a wide, hinged broom in the opposite direction.
One word only, not even a greeting, and each moves on through the day.

No, less than a word. It is a noise, a sound heard beyond the rattling
commotion of the terminal like the shake of a snake, discernible only if you are
listening for it or tuned to its infrequency. The woman raises her heavy eyebrows
and slides one foot in front of the other. Manes does the same. It is enough to
cross the differences between them, and the similarities. He reaches out to the
dustbin ahead of him impulsively, counting its silence as another one of many,
one more to tick off on his hidden list, his calculations.

Maman Sulpice and her blue dress, her love for her husband, his death. Jean-

Luc falls into his seat and unfolds the freshness of a newspaper. His train leaves

Geneva at precisely the right time.
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13

Toronto 11

Their tickets are along the left field line, halfway down from third base. The Blue
Jays are having one of those years you dream of. Two of the outfielders are
putting up good power numbers and with Dankworth in left you know that he’s
going to stretch anything to the gap in right field into a triple. First and third are
hitting well for average and although Riverez at second is only running at .228
he’s got a great glove. They’re leading the Majors in double plays, he and Blake at
short, and anytime you’ve got a shortstop on course for twenty homers you know
you’re onto something. Put that lineup with a right-left platoon at DH and three
good starters and you’ve got a team. And that’s the biggest surprise of all, the
bullpen. Three right-handers and two lefties in middle relief, and the trade for
Franklin just before the All-Star break. They had to give up a good Double-A
prospect to get him, and sure, he’s 37 and has had shoulder problems, but there’s
enough on his slider to save at least twenty games. You can’t win anything
without a decent closer.

Really, it makes you think of *92 and *93. You try not to, of course, but you
can’t help it. Nobody in Toronto will ever forget Joe Carter’s walk-off against the
Phillies. The days of Molitor, Borders and the like are still too recent, even though
they are far away. What you wouldn’t give now for Jimmy Key or David Cone at
their best to shore up the rotation down the stretch. Still, the Jays are 2%2 games up
with just over three weeks to go. You’ve got to say it’s theirs to lose. The Rogers
Centre is a loud park these days.

Two foul balls have come near but not close enough. Emily loves the

Skydome, and for her it will always be the Skydome, regardless of which
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corporate identity it assumes. She can’t remember how many times she has been
there, how many games she has seen with her father. Sometimes she wondered
how much he regretted her being born a girl, for although they played catch and
went to the batting cages together in the summer she felt she had disappointed him
with her gender. He had been a good ball-player at High School but not quite
good enough at College. Later she believed his passion was baseball, not
parenthood. She was his excuse to go to ballgames, and when she accepted his
reasoning and enthusiasm it became a passion they shared.

She is not with her father. He would not have bought tickets along the line,
prefers instead the wider view from the bleachers in right centre, sometimes the
expensive treat of the upper tiers behind home plate. Yet curiously, and in an
unknown act of mirrors or synergy, the man she is with has brought his daughter.
They have not met before, Emily and this daughter. She is seven years old, but so
tall as to be considered at least eleven. The fact that she is overweight and sullen
only adds to the impression of impending adolescence. Emily hopes that the foul
balls will stay out of reach. She would hate to have to give such a precious
treasure to the daughter out of politeness or equilibrium. Her glove is ready,
nevertheless.

It’s the home half of the sixth and the Jays are trailing the Mariners 5-3, one
on, one out. Blake pops one up into shallow centre field. Dankworth gets an off-
speed pitch on a 2-2 count and crashes it to right. Emily is screaming with
anticipation, leans across Adam to follow the flight of the ball. She is still
screaming when the Mariners’ right fielder catches it on the warning track.

“You love your ball.” Adam blinks twice, exaggerating the volume of her
cries. He is thirty-four now, has given up his youthful obsession with sport and

relaxed into being a part-time father. He and his ex-wife still talk to each other.
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“Sorry.”

“No, I like it.” He takes off and then refits his Blue Jays cap. She has noticed
how new it is, how unworn, but she hasn’t said anything.

They have retaken their seats, wait in the quieter stadium for the J ays to take
the field for the seventh inning. “What did Kathy say when you told her you
wanted to take Jen to the Skydome?”

“Why?”

Emily glances past him to the tall girl. She is looking over her shoulder to the
crowd behind, their murmuring nervousness. “I thought she might wonder. You
haven’t brought her here before, have you?”

“No. That’s what Kathy said. “Why now?” she said.” He looks to his right,
reaches an automatic hand to hold his turning child. “I just said that it’s something
fathers do. Besides, she’s been here before. We all came together a few times
when she was young.”

The Blue Jays are tossing practice catches to each other, reloosening their
arms. Emily stares out at the field, watching the third baseman and shortstop swap
signs of encouragement, a hand gesture, a nod, the slamming of a free hand into a
glove. The catcher is leading off for Seattle. He’s dangerous, hits for average but
has the threat of power. Emily should be wary of him, should be hoping he
doesn’t get the chance to extend through the plate, but she is drifting into thoughts
of her father, a shared oversized coke in the bleachers.

“Are you all right?” Adam asks. “Did I upset you?”

She is glad now that she wasn’t born a boy and would never have to learn how
a father talks to his daughter. The crowd around her cheers for strike one on the

outside corner. The big-screen replays show that it was a generous call.



“Keep the ball away, keep the ball away,” Adam whispers to himself. “Come

k24

on.

“Did you tell her you were bringing me, too?”

“What?”

Ball one, high.

“Kathy. Did you tell her I was coming?”

He looks at her as he looks past her to the game. He can see in the depth of her
hair and the stadium-lit gleam of her cheeks that he should answer, yet he doesn’t
want to. There is no appropriate answer, no response which will complete the
weight of the question. Jen is next to him, sitting quietly. The Mariners’ catcher
hits a routine one-hopper to second. “We’re good, you and me. I told her that.
Adam and Emily. Emily and Adam. It works.”

For weeks Emily remembered everything he said, every note of their
conversation. She could tell you how his eyelashes moved and describe the touch
of his fingers on top of her hand. She knew exactly how many slivers of onion fell
from Jen’s hotdog, could explain in close detail how the hairs at the edge of
Adam’s permanent seven-day beard wavered and wondered in the silence.

She knew too that the Jays had given up an easy run on a walk, single and
sacrifice fly in the eight, and lost 6-3. Her throat was dry and the cycling air inside
the stadium, roof-closed, was beginning to infiltrate her thoughts. When she
walked alone into Liberté late that evening and met Fabrice for the first time she
recalled the clarity of the air, in spite of the populace and their collected sounds
and smells. She loved the Skydome and the Blue Jays. Yet she was always happy
to leave the air behind by the end of a game, especially when they had lost.

It is a magnificent experience to take a train from Geneva, always. It doesn’t

matter if the journey is wanted or not, if you are obliged to leave on some affair of
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business or are heading somewhere you know will be miserable and unsatisfying,
even if you have to part from that perfect lover, the one who knows your failures
and misgivings and adores you for them, takes your memories and turns them to
joy, challenges you, inspires you, delights you with the slow flickerings of their
eyelids when they sleep, yes, even to leave such a person is forgivable if you can
take a train from Geneva.

And it’s not just the legendary punctuality or the cleanliness, although these
things help, naturally. Nor is it the knowledge that whichever direction you take
will carry you through wondrous landscapes, although if you are Alain and
travelling east you would choose to sit on the far side of the carriage and avoid the
views of the perilous lake. No, it is more than that. An amalgam, perhaps, of the
efficiency and economical comfort, a grace, almost, usually reserved for travel in
the past tense, a Grand Tour memory which has become everyday. Jean-Luc
cannot resist snuggling into the luxury of it all. He too is tired. His thought
processes have exhausted him.

She has not been the same since they left Cavaglia, perhaps even before then.
The train swishes and gurgles along the north side of the water, through Lausanne
and on towards Italy. If he had thought of looking he might have seen across to
Evian, a swim away. He has planned to travel through, already arranged for
Gianluca and Sophia to expect him with nothing more than his need to collect the
car. If Cristina chose to talk to them, they would know. Yet the anticipation of the
stilted angles of light makes him close his eyes, at least for the moment. His trip 1s
undefined, left open to circumstance. He gets off the train at Domodossola and
books into a hotel near the station, hoping the sounds of other trains and

passengers will disturb him. He can wait for Cavaglia, and it will wait for him.

Cristina is urgent and necessary.



Where has she been in the sparse, quilted hours while Richard was at school?
Not at home, no. He can’t believe that she would act out her dark charades in their
house. He wonders if he should be angry. If not at home, then where? Somewhere
else. It has to be left simply as somewhere else. Any further contemplations take
him to other locations, other houses, other apartments, all as unimaginable as the
one before. But he is caught up in images of her leaving the house and getting into
her car, wearing those low black boots she likes to drive in, the pair with the wide
soles for a better feel of the pedals and thick heels on which to pivot.

Over dinner, an everyday narrow, oval plate of spaghetti al forno, she comes to
him in her second-best jeans, short shirt and blue jacket. It is warmer, late summer
perhaps, no later than the middle of October. Is that how long this has been
happening? Longer? This time she passes the car and walks out to the road. So it
1s nearby. Which way will she turn?

He sleeps badly, which reassures him. He doesn’t have to worry about the
confusion of deep, sustaining sleep, at least. Behind the reception desk is a young
girl with blonde hair and a tiny piercing in her right nostril. Were it not for the
black sleeves of her uniform covering the skin of her shoulders you might picture
her as a waitress in a hidden restaurant, serving paté de compagne or cuisse de
canard.

“Good morning, Sir.”

“Can you tell me when there is a train to Milan?”

The girl looks down to her display screen and begins to slide and click her
mouse with easy efficiency. Her hair falls forward like Cristina’s does when she is

concentrating.

“You are leaving today,” she states, watching the screen in front of her change.

“T always know when guests are leaving. It is in their faces.”



“It is7”

“Their eyes and their foreheads, mostly. They have slept, and have woken.
Restfulness and restlessness.”

“You have a talent for words,” Luc replies. His unused eyes focus on a stand
of leaflets on the desk, see through the restaurants, resorts and attractions to the
scents of their ink.

“11:07, 12:07 and 12:44. Those are the next three.”

“Thank you.” He lingers, absorbing the peppermint and trimethylbenzene,
isopropanol, tangerine.

“Is there something else?”

Her black shirt reminds him of Cristina’s boots as she leaves the house and
walks past the car to the road. He thinks he recognises Richard’s font on a leaflet
for a trip to a glacier and cannot remember the request or permission. “Can I take
one of these?”

“Of course, Sir. I hope you have a good trip.”

Which way will she turn when she reaches the road? If she turns right she will
be heading up, away from the town. Surely she is not going to the woods where
they walk, break branches, take small steps? Amongst the beech and pine where
he craved for her, wanted to pull her to the dead leaves and press her face and
covered skin to him in that vital, frayed passion? No, that would be unforgivable.

11:07 is too early, he decides. It would get him to Cavaglia by mid-afternoon
and give him time to dwell in Sophia’s amiable, incorporating hospitality. The
12:07 train, or even the 12:44, will let him arrive in the early dark. A stop in
Milan as well, because Milan is there and he is not, at least not yet. He leaves his
suitcase and most of his possessions in the hotel room, check out by midday, and

strays out into Domodossola for the morning. She is waiting for him.
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On the pavements and at doorways he hears her language, her voice. Tones,
tongues and vowels flicker across to him. Where is her form, the curled
intonations of her eyebrows and the loose hair shaping at her neck? Unforgivable,
he remembers. To the bitter shouts of a man to his dog and the slow burn of a
train accelerating away behind him Jean listens to his words, because he has no
other. If there are situations, he reasons, circumstances which could be defined as
unforgivable, then the opposite must also be true.

Boxes of vegetables are piled up in front of a small supermarket, fruits from
indoor farms or importers’ warehouses. Stands of sunglasses are placed outside to
shield the light, to tempt. He walks through to the wider streets of the town, to the
tourist shops and restaurants, the bars and day-wasting cafés. Outside a shop
selling mountain clothing there are scents of gardenias and peonies, or suggestions
of them. If she is not heading for the woods, their woods, he will forgive her.
Perhaps even if she is. She is wearing her second-best jeans and blue jacket, walks
past the car and out to the road.

Emily was small. When she asked Fabrice in the naked cold of January what
his first thoughts were that’s what he said. Not short, but small. That, and the
orange, yellow and red scarf she kept wound twice around her neck, just loose
enough at the front to slip up over her mouth and nose while she was outside.

In return he asked her to describe Adam, unseen since they said a happy
goodnight in the car park of the Skydome.

“His toenails were like flint.” She was lying next to him, her head on her arm
and her foot across his shins.

Fabrice waited. “And?”

“And what?”

“Is that all?”
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“They were sharp. He had long toes with sharp toenails.”

“You have no other memory of him, apart from his toenails?”

She wriggled swiftly onto her back and laughed. “Yes, and no. All you said is
that I was small.”

“You are.”

“Precisely. But you must have other thoughts, things which you don’t want to
say?”

“Perhaps.” He glanced at the portable television in the corner and the repeat of
a twenty year old detective show, daytime nostalgia. “So he had sharp toenails?”

“Like flint.”

“And the nails on his fingers, what were they like?”

She laughed again. “I can’t remember.”

He turned onto his side to stare at her, watched her shrug to confirm the truth
of her statement. “Then tell me this,” he said, leaning his face close to hers. “What
was the score at the game, on the night you came into Liberté?”

“Six-three to Seattle. We couldn’t get anything from their bullpen, even
though Hatchem was gone by the fifth.”

“Hatchem?”

“The Mariners’ starter.”

“So you can remember every detail about the baseball, but only one about
Adam.”

“I didn’t say that.” She raised her head just enough to kiss him and held it
there, suspended, waiting.

“No, you didn’t. 'm sorry.” He kissed her again, lingering in their smooth

warmth, not quite understanding what she wouldn’t say.
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She had told him about baseball straight away, given him the briefest of
moments to take in the basic premise before insisting they settle on the edge of the
bed and watch a game together. And besides, it was the middle of September and
almost time for the play-offs.

He tried, for her, but after an hour and a half he was confused and faintly
bored. It didn’t help that the game broadcast that night was from the National
League and he’d had to cope with the infield fly rule and a double switch in the
sixth. In spite of the Padres’ efforts the game was a blowout. Fabrice stood up and
stretched, conveniently in the middle of the seventh inning, a signal that he was
ready to leave. She yielded.

“They’re not always like this,” she said, putting on a jacket to protect herself
from the cold as she opened the door for him.

He watched the padded cotton slide onto her shoulders and fall closed over her
neck. Seconds before she had been wearing only a yellow vest above her jeans,
and he had not noticed. “We’ll watch another game. You can show me.”

She hugged him and stretched her covered neck to kiss him. The solid crack of
a deep fly ball came from the television, an automatic recognition. She put her
hand on his chest and kissed him again, both movements combining to form a
particular meaning.

“Tomorrow?” Fabrice asked. Her palm was against him, beckoning and
separating.

“I hope so. Somewhere out, perhaps.”

By the end of October they had passed their division. The Blue Jays had been
swept in the ALCS, ‘Another Year’ the local headlines said. Fabrice learned to

enjoy her passion and the World Series in her company. By game six he even
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began to understand what she had meant when she said that sometimes it was hard
to love baseball and someone else.

What did she feel then, as she leaned against her kitchen counter trying to be
relaxed, listening to him repack his rucksack on his way home from Manitoba?
Had she accepted his leaving, as inevitable as Spring Training or new growth?
That would have conditioned her love, if love it was. Emily and her scarf, her
skin. Could you see her as that person, able to bracket her emotions, to add a sub-
clause to something as infinite and borderless as love? The natural repercussion of
such thoughts is to deny her love. She helped him to pack, told him where his
clothes were. At the airport Fabrice dreamed of her reappearance like a lost
language, and she did not come.

Yet she loved him. She loved him clearly and without sadness. He delighted
her with the slow flickerings of his eyelids when he slept. Remember her, as you
say goodbye at the doorway to her apartment with her hands clasped behind her
back, not reaching out. She is the one Fabrice will want to speak of, will think of,
in the low, tideless minutes of Lake Geneva and the glaze holding him to the trees

and breaths of Riding Mountain. Her skin is pale. Adam’s toenails were like flint.
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14
Evian IV

When Maman Sulpice fell her thigh hit the ground first. Her right arm was
holding a shopping bag, half-filled with luxuries which had become necessities in
her widowhood. There were chocolates, of course, rich, dusted truffles which each
took an hour to be eaten, every sensation dwelt on like the meandering of a
stream. Less obvious was her desire for a particular brand of tissues, available
only in selected haberdashers’ shops, and the sweet, corrupted smell of
unpasteurised goats’ cheese.

The square, blue bag also held a book, for the journey, an umbrella and a
hairbrush, enough weight to make her arm swing out as she twirled. Had the bag
been in her other hand it’s possible that her free right arm could have protected
her, left her with a broken collar bone or wrist. But the bag was in her right hand,
with its heavy, vital possessions. Her thigh hit the ground first.

She had visited a friend, not the imagined old lover from the sailing boat and
the rose garden but another widow, a woman of similar age and position whom
she had known since their husbands had obliged them to meet forty years earlier.
To begin with her relationship with Mme. Audran was polite and practical, a duty
or an authority, yet their increasing encounters led them to build first a
camaraderie and then a friendship. Pleasant afternoons were spent in each other’s
company, more frequent and more urgent at last, as husbands and acquaintances
died.

On the day of her accident Maman Sulpice had comforted Mme. Audran in the

grand sitting room of her apartment on rue du Colombier, posed amidst the
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burgundy cushions and straining elegance. It was her daughter that time, who
never seemed to want to talk to her anymore.

“It’s the way of children, Edith. They want to talk but they don’t want to
listen. We were the same with our own mothers, I’m sure.”

“Perhaps. But she’ll want to listen after I die. I remember my own mother,
how much I missed her voice.”

“Of course you did. It’s only natural.”

“I'still do.”

They sat and talked with afternoon coffee and the afternoon breeze from the
lake, Mme. Audran slowly easing into conciliation, sated by having been heard.
Maman Sulpice left for her journey home in the light rain and circling twilight.
She recalled nothing of the accident itself, only the walk along the pavement
towards the bus stop, thinking about poor Mme. Audran trapped in her apartment
by the arthritis in her legs and the silence of her child. There was some contact,
she believed, there must have been. The pavements were busy but she was
familiar with the paces to the bus stop, had avoided the few obstacles many times
before. Her bag had felt unusually heavy and she wondered if she had been more
tired than usual. There must have been some kind of contact, surely. Her thigh
bone broke just below her hip and again towards its centre.

Lucy has never seen a film at the cinema in Evian. Before she worked there
she did not go, prefers to sit in the incomplete silence on her own instead of with
others. And the films are rarely new, so if there is something of vague interest she
rents it or waits for the television showings. Cinema can wait. It is no longer an
urgent spectacle.

From time to time she slips through the exit door fifteen or twenty minutes

after a film has started, when she and Fabrice have secured the takings and the
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ticket office. Even then she sits on the folding chair at the door, and her view is so
acutely angled that the action appears slanted, as if refracted through a prism or
water. She only watches adaptations or remakes, sees them in comparison.

Tonight she and Alain are seated at the end of a middle row, still close enough
to the exit in case of emergency. At Alain’s request Fabrice is guarding the foyer
and the doors, and Lucy has only missed the first ten minutes.

“They’ve just met at the funeral. He’s a politician, and the other one is a
musician of some sort,” Alain whispers. “He’s trying to appear pleasant.”

“I know.”

The film is an adaptation of a novel by a famous British writer. Lucy has not
read it. Alain leans across to whisper further details about what she has missed but
she lifts her hand and smiles to stop him. “Enjoy the film. I know what happens.”

Richard is downstairs even though it is late. He seems to go to bed at least half
an hour later for each night that Jean-Luc is away. The wind is still and the trees
are quiet, and we’ll sleep safely here. Cristina lights the fire for company. She is
angry for having spoken and sad that now she is silent. She does not know exactly
when Richard falls asleep on the sofa, yet without looking down she can tell from
his breathing on her lap that she cannot move.

It is raining. Easy, relentless lines of rain fall straight down, carrying the kind
of sound and taste which tells you that it will be raining for many hours. Fabrice is
under the canopy in front of the cinema. The doors behind him open and close,
then open again as the audience leaves. He knows that Lucy will be in the
auditorium, guiding out those who wait for the credits to finish and the lights to be
turned on before they attempt to find their scarves, gloves, hats and coats. The
worst are the ones who take off their shoes and then take minutes to fasten them

again. The floors must be swept, the seats cleaned. Litter has to be collected and
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removed. Sometimes Philippe helps them after he has arranged and locked the
projection room. He has the keys. It suits him to help.

She carries Richard upstairs, sits on the end of his bed with a mother’s grace
and watches him shift and settle. His breathing is sighs and murmurs. She would
stay with him and listen but she needs to eat, to read, perhaps to float in the heat
of a bath with some music to drown her. The main bathroom, she thinks, not the
one attached to their bedroom. Jean-Luc has called from Cavaglia to say he will
be back in two days. Richard will be happy when she tells him. He has turned
onto his side, sleeps with his small hand under his chin, as always. Cristina can
still see him and hear his quiet breaths. His favourite stuffed toy, a raccoon, fell
onto the floor when he turned over.

What will Luc be doing for those two days? Where will he be? She picks up
the raccoon and rests it on the bookcase, on top of one of Luc’s old books. In the
vague colours of light coming from the hall Cristina can see its yellow cover and
the cartoon reflections of Tiny and Smudge. She does not want to guess what
contemplations are squirming at the reaches of Jean’s vision. They are yellow too,
she thinks, as yellow as violets or urgent frustration.

She leaves the door open wider than usual. Richard 1s tired. He will not wake
up in the night, no matter how much noise she might make.

“Here,” Alain says. He has remembered to bring an umbrella, aware of the
spring and Lucie’s forgetfulness.

She takes hold of the handle to keep it over her. Their hands touch briefly,

fingers overlapping. The rain doesn’t bother her but he brought an umbrella.

“Thanks.”
“What did you think?”

“The film? I don’t know.”
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“Did you feel strange watching it?”

“Not really. I've seen the end of so many there.”

The rain bounds on the tight, dark skin of the umbrella like a rapid pulse,
regular and ceaseless. He puts his arm around her and pulls her close to him,
protecting, wraps the fingers of his other hand around hers on the handle. “The
subtitles were confusing. They said so little of what the actors said. I know they
have to be brief, in order to keep pace with the action, but it drains the colour from
the dialogue.”

“You can speak English?”

“I need it for work. Can’t you?”

“A little, I suppose, from school.”

“And you didn’t notice?”

She shrugs her shoulders. He feels them move, one under his hand and the
other tucked into his chest. They are walking in step, the way couples always do
when sharing an umbrella, the only way to keep dry. The rain is vertical, at least,
and in the narrower streets near Lucie’s apartment it is easier to avoid than the
wind.

“I’'m not staying tonight,” Alain says. Although he says it as a statement, an
ending agreed earlier, Lucie hears the frame of a question. Perhaps it is the rain,

dulling sound.

“No.” She has a plan for the hour leading to night. Thomas Mann and soup,
happy isolation, some bread.

They turn left at the top of the short slope, between the insurance office and
the bakery, and walk along towards her building. Alleyways and service roads
lead down to the back of the next street. As they pass them Lucie looks out to the

hidden world beyond, sees the lake, the darkness of the other shore in the rain.
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The ferry is making its last crossing of the day, away from Evian. Its missing light
has been replaced for the coming summer season. It has also been painted, but
Lucie cannot see it gleam.

Lausanne holds its brightness even through the clouded black of the weather.
Lucie stops at the next opening, between two grey apartment buildings as old as
the spa. “It’s beautiful,” she says. When Alain stays quiet she continues, as if to
emphasise the importance of her decision to stop walking. “Lausanne, and the
boat.”

He looks with her, for her. “Is it?” His arm is wet and water is creeping into
his shoe through the lace holes.

“Would you swim across the lake for me?”

He does not answer. What could he say?

“If you had to,” Lucy says through the drowsy noise of the rain, “or you
wanted to get to me, would you swim to Lausanne?”

Alain looks again, more aware of his sight. In the distance he can almost
identify where the town is, that strange border post marking the join of the flat
lake and the rising land. But it is not a join, it is a division, the separation of
reality and unreality, of time and blessings. He cannot see the voluptuous water
yet he knows it is there, hiding in the dark, rain-filled swathes of space. How can
he answer her? He doesn’t want to say no and deny her visions of romance.

“I’d drive to you. It would be quicker,” he says.

Lucie twists her body around to look at him. Her shoulders fall from his touch.
The umbrella moves in sympathy with her motion and large slopes of water drip

into his ear.

“That’s not the point. What about love or adventure? Passion?”
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Passion. The wide, sparse rooms of his house in Geneva after Marie left. Her
words to him before, her recognition, a judgement. He could tell Lucie about his
feelings for water, of course, his spinning disquiet at its expanse, the inexplicable
dread, but it would only sound like an excuse. All he can do is try to deflect her
questions away. The moment will come to show himself and his passion, he is
sure.

“What if I came to you on horseback, or walked thirty kilometres through the
night just to wait by your door? Would that be adventurous enough?”

She looks at his almond eyes and beard-stained chin. A smile is there, waiting
for her permission. “Horseback? That’s a bit old-fashioned, isn’t it? Surely that’s
a scene from a nineteenth century romantic novel?”

“And swimming across a lake just to get to the woman you love?” The smile
breaks. Rain falls from the eight sides of the umbrella to the ground around them.

“I’ve never seen you swim. Don’t you like it?”

The string of yellow lights on the ferry is becoming paler in the dark grey sky.
Alain can smell coffee coming from somewhere, perhaps through the small
opening left in the window of an apartment. All he can hear are the rattles of rain,
surrounding, enveloping. In his right shoe he can feel the disheartening slither of
his toes in a wet sock.

“Let me take you home. We’re getting soaked here.” He puts his arm back
over her shoulders, touches the fresh rainfall on her jacket.

“Sometimes the water is cooling.”

They walk again, the umbrella bouncing up and down with their steps. Her

fingers under his are cold.

“Jean-Luc,” she says blindly. Five paces, another five.

“Yes'9’
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“Jean-Luc, my brother.” Her fingers under his are becoming too warm.

Paces in step, the recovered shelter of the pavement and the sides of buildings.

She leads him into the entrance hall of her apartment building and pushes on
the light. She knows they will take their places for the goodnight kiss, she on the
first step of the staircase so that she can bend to hold him and be held herself.

Alain shakes the water from his ear. The hall is quiet, or seems so in
comparison to the endless chatter of the rain. “You were going to tell me
something, Oose. About your brother. It sounded important.”

“It doesn’t matter.” She has taken off her jacket, holds it in front of her like a
trophy or a carcass.

“Please, tell me. I like it when you talk to me.”

Her hair is sticking up from where she has ruffled her fingers through it. “He
swam across the lake.” She stands on the bottom step and waits for him. He does
not come until she beckons to him. “For Cristina.” The light on the wall hums
sympathy. “She wasn’t there.”

“Why not?”

“It was in the summer, and she had gone home to Cavaglia. I think he just
started swimming, out of anguish or distraction, love perhaps, and then kept
going. You could ask Fabrice. He saw it more clearly than I did.” Her voice has
recovered from the rain. It is soft and free, like a lover’s, although Alain thinks he
can hear something wistful and remote in it, especially when he steps closer to her
and slips his arms around her waist.

She is waiting for him, for his contact. “Don’t you think that’s a wonderful

thing to do, to have so much passion that you have to act in any way you can,

even if it’s aimless or inadequate?”
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He kisses her to avoid her gaze and to stop her seeing him gazing at her. He
has failed her, he knows. The wet collar of her jacket trapped between them
presses against his neck, but he prolongs the kiss as a sign of passion or love.

“Goodnight, Lucie. Tomorrow?”

“Yes, but I don’t know when. I'm having lunch with Cristina, and then taking
Richard out. She needs to be on her own while she can, I think.”

“Have you spoken to her yet?”

“A little. She doesn’t like to talk, you know that.”

Alain smiles up at her, a shared recall of their first meeting. He has weakened
since then, become looser with his height and the song of his voice. Lucie kisses
him once more, feels the familiar presence of stubble reaching out to her through
his skin.

“How long has she got?” he asks, mourning in advance for his walk home.
“When is Jean coming back?”

“A couple of days, I think. He needs to be alone as well.”

“And then what, when he comes home?”

She drags her teeth across the scar below her bottom lip, a remembered lack of
sensation. “He loves her, Alain. If she wants him to, he will hold her. What else is
there?”

Maman Sulpice lay almost motionless in her hospital bed. For four days a
temporary cast constricted the swelling, until more x-rays determined that the
segments of bone were not going to move back into place on their own. She was
readied for surgery, unwanted at her age and dangerous. It was doubtful that she

would walk again. The judgment was pain, and the most efficient method to

alleviate it.

149



When she awoke for the third time her mind began to feel hers again. She saw
the clean cast stretching from her hip to her calf and was surprised by its
smoothness. For some reason she had expected metallic rods to be protruding
though it, a symptom she supposed of too much news coverage on the television,
with all its explicit images.

“We’ve put in titanium pins,” a doctor replied to her attempt at a casual
enquiry. “Don’t worry, they’ll be fine. They’re durable enough to outlast both of
us.” His thirty-eight year old face was soothing and believable. She relaxed a
little. “There will be no need to operate again, I can assure you. For now, we just
want to make you as comfortable as we can.”

“What will happen to me?” Her throat was sore from the anaesthetic, making
her sound feeble and in need. She wanted to go home. Not immediately, she
realised that, but soon, away from the helpless invalids in the three other beds.
Even in her pain and drowsiness she was trying to calculate how long it would be
until she could next board a bus to Geneva, unpasteurised goats’ cheese, Edith
Audran and her daughter.

She was still in Geneva. The doctor smiled again, mishearing her thoughts.
“We’ll see how you are for the next couple of days and then arrange for you to be
transferred to Evian. If the pain is bad, press this button,” he said, positioning the
morphine line on her stomach. “I'll come and see you later. The nurses will help
with everything else.”

With everything else. If the pain is bad. “What day is it?”

“Sunday.”

She had missed her day to wear her dress. More than anything else, even more

than her husband or an unbroken leg, she wanted to feel the cobalt blue against

her arms, sense the broderie anglaise around her neck.
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Lucy rests her jacket on the back of a chair to dry. A packet of broccoli and
cauliflower soup is simmering on the stove. Steam swirls up, like light. She is
reclaiming silence, thinking about Alain and Jean-Luc and Cristina as she chops
ham to add to the soup. He doesn’t hear me, she thinks, doesn’t have the will
sometimes to try to listen more closely. She cuts thick bread into thin slices to
make complicated flavours, each one subtle and unique, adds salt and pepper,
white not black, basil and chives, fetches her book from the clamour of the
bedroom and clears space on the table. A welcome tiredness is in the smells from
the stove and the firm, soft centres of the bread, arranged in a row on a plate.

She pours her soup into a bowl and wonders whether Alain wants to recognise
her cries and whispers for what they are when she reveals them. The thought
irritates her so much that she opens the curtains and her book as distractions. She

eats slowly, savouring the words. The rain is persistent enough to be unheard.
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15

Amsterdam

Cristina is asleep on the wrong side of the bed. The rain falls like lights or echoes.
In the morning she will wonder if she dreamt at all, will make breakfast for
Richard then wait for him to come home again at lunchtime. She was surprised at
how eager and conciliatory the school had seemed, happy to accept him back,
almost apologetic for his leaving. “Schooh,” he says, and “Itahien.” She will wait
at home for him. Evian is too busy, too filled with potential. The tourists are
returning, with strange, tourist voices.

She is on top of the covers in her bathrobe. The sheets have lost the smell of
her husband. Two towels are making the carpet damp. Bulbs are still on in the
bathroom and on the landing, shining a slither into Richard’s quiet room. A lamp
on her bedside table illuminates the fragments of water still in her hair. On her left
ankle there is a small strand of dried blood and the skin on her thighs is waiting
for moisturiser. Somewhere in her sleep is the memory of tears.

Even though she is tired Lucy is aware of Alain, feels the difference, cannot
sleep. Perhaps she is too tired, or only physically tired. She lies in the pallid
darkness of her bed and turns the radio on, but the liquid chatter and aimless
music soon merge into the silence of the room. Although she had said nothing, to
protect him and their evening, she hadn’t liked the film. It had been too morose
for her, too predictable, too full of human frailty. And behind her reasons,
sustaining them, was the knowledge that she hadn’t enjoyed the experience of
watching a film at the cinema. There was a stain of infidelity about it, the constant
thought that she should be counting cents in the ticket office or outside with

Fabrice, letting the singles and couples inside care for their own desires.



She thinks about turning the light on and going to wash her face. Perhaps cool
water will subdue her. She had eaten her soup and read her book, pausing
occasionally with the spoon halfway to her mouth to look out at the falling lines
of rain. There was comfort in that, at least, the warming silence and hot food.
Alain had tried to please her, she knew, and it wasn’t his fault. She dismissed their
conversation on the way home as a symptom, nothing more. He could not be more
than himself.

The day had begun with disconnection and it had led her through. In the
bathroom the light is bright and the water flowing from the taps is loud. She sees
herself in the mirror, the loose-cut brown bed-ridden hair, her eyebrows in need of
work as always, her small, symmetrical nose. She likes her mouth, wide and
curving upwards like her father’s. It is almost a mouth to be proud of. But whose
mouth does Alain have? Where does his skin come from?

Around the corners of her eyes are intimations of age. She rubs in some night
cream, remembering the dirt of Geneva, the lifeless air, their attempts to speak
that morning. She had woken up in a lost, reflective mood, and over breakfast she
had the feeling that she should be somewhere, talking to someone, but she didn’t
know where or who. The apartment was too small and too big. There were clothes
on the bedroom floor, half-worn jeans and jumpers, socks, two vests and her fawn
shirt. The clock on the stove flashed zeros at her from another interruption in the
electricity supply. She had run out of good coffee and couldn’t gather the energy
to go out and get some more.

She was contained by the main room, stared at the corner sofa opposite the
corner kitchen, not wanting to sit down. It was too cold to stand on the balcony.
The street below had to wait for the sun to rise higher over the mountains to get a

more useful view. Evian was always cold in the mornings, even in summer, but



when at last the glare was directed it was quick and hot. The tables outside the
catés would be filled with tourists while the residents stayed in shaded interiors.
Shops would close their blinds for lunch and not reopen them for afternoon trade.

Heat came quickly, from the water and the sheer, unpolluted sky. Summer was
too constrained, Lucy thought, compared to the urge to action of spring and
autumn. She opened the balcony doors to her disquiet and let the flow of the
morning overwhelm her. By eleven o’clock the restrictions of her apartment had
made her restless and frustrated. She wished it was late enough for her to drive to
the tea green seats of the airport and a used newspaper, release herself in other
people’s words already read by other people. She called Alain at work and
pleaded with him to let her meet him for lunch. Geneva was at least different. He
was not the airport or silence, yet he was not her managed, comfortable rooms
with their order and limitation. She could take her stupor there and be herself,
however that was, and no one would notice.

“What’s wrong? You sounded upset when you called, almost desperate, as if
you had banged your foot against the leg of a chair and were trying not to let the
pain get to your brain.”

“That’s the strangest thing I've ever heard you say.” Lucie remembered the
words she had used but not the intonation. She might have sounded awkward, she
realised, clumsy and dishevelled.

He only had an hour for lunch, and with the walking that had shrunk to forty
minutes. He queued for them both at the counter of a snack bar while she
struggled for a table. When she claimed one it was still littered with the debris of
another rushed lunch. She pushed the three plates to one corner of the plastic

practicality and wiped a serviette over the space. Crumbs and liquid gathered at

the table’s silver lip.
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Alain put his sandwich down and sat opposite her. Usually he didn’t eat lunch
but she had asked to meet him. “I got you a coffee,” he said, pushing a large,
yellow cup towards her.

“Thanks.” The dark surface was already staining the rim, at a height where a
thin white stripe ran around the outside.

“Are you going to tell me why you came, what this is all about? We never
have lunch during the week.”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know why you came or you don’t know if you’re going to tell
me?”

“Yes. No. Yes and no. Both. Stop confusing me, Alain.”

“I was only trying to cheer you up. You look concerned.”

“I'wanted to see you,” she said, looking at the yellow handle of the cup, seeing
only the white inside.

“And you have, and now you’re upset.”

“I said I wanted to see you, not talk to you.”

“Then let’s not talk, if that’s what you want.”

She watched his intricate fingers curl and grasp as he picked up the sandwich.
They were as amber as his face, showed signs of cruelty amidst the delicacy and
touch, a show perhaps of the capability for destruction. She liked his hands, or
rather she liked being held by them. Who would not want to be held, securely and
tenderly? Yet his hands softly holding the sandwich as he chewed then bringing it
up to his face to tear another mouthful of tomatoes and two cheeses, those lithe,
draughtsman’s wrists and solid forearms, they all seemed to be part of someone

else, another Alain. It was her mood, she thought, that same impatience which had

led her to him.
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Her gaze fell back to the yellow cup before her, its skin like the stale spring
sun. “I'm sorry, Alain.” She scratched the top of her head roughly, her palm
pressed against her forehead. “Talk to me, please.”

He lowered the strains of Savoie cheese, the skin of tomatoes. “I’d like to. I
don’t know what to say.”

“Say anything. I want to hear your voice.”

“How do I know I won’t upset you again?” he asked, lowering his tone to that
soft balladeer’s voice, a moveable echo. When she didn’t reply immediately he
stayed silent, noticing the temperature.

She sipped at her coffee. It was already too cold. “I don’t want Jean-Luc to be

b

away. I want him to be at home,” she said, and immediately regretted it. Her
disquiet was open and free, spoken, voiced. The words were new. She didn’t
know they were hers.

Manes has looked for Lucy every day since they almost met. He slows his
trolley to a rumble and searches the shapes in the café when he walks past. In the
shelter of the glass and steel canopy he wanders in the dark, clear air, hoping to
find her there. He doesn’t know if he will speak to her, has decided not to but
realises he is impetuous, or could be seen as so. A nod, certainly, a vague
inclination of his head or eyes, the recognition of recognition.

What would he say if he spoke to her? He has returned to the slow comfort of
nights. The terminal lights gleam more brightly at him, almost mocking. Their
reflections bound from the windows and the floor like echoes. Without the threads
of travellers filling the concourse with their queues and time-consuming ambles

the airport is fierce and brutal, yet Manes prefers the overnight shifts. He has time

to think about the day almost completed and the one to come, wages earned and

spent or allotted.
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Manjusha wakes him at lunchtime. She brings him tea and breakfast and tells
him about her morning, the routine of getting his daughters to school and the
places she has taken two year old Akash to amuse him. She is always out in the
morning. Sometimes she goes shopping or visits one of the two other Indian
families they know in Geneva, anything to make sure that Manes can sleep
through the beckoning daylight. She is tall, not quite too tall. Her body has learnt
how to carry children, both before and after birth. It swims and sways with them,
the palms of her hands and her hips attuned to them. Her eyes miss the tea steppes
of Darjeeling. They will go back one day, she knows, and see the mist like a
breath or a caution. Her skin will welcome its warm, wet embrace.

After breakfast Manes concentrates on his carving for at least an hour every
afternoon. The action makes him prepare for the rest of the day. He only has a few
basic tools but can create delicate patterns in teak, mahogany or rosewood. They
talk to him, these cheaper off-cuts. They tell him ancient stories like those his
mother once told, histories of gods and battles. Other tales too, ones he has
learned for himself from the books and televisions of Switzerland and France.

You could see Hannibal on a square of mahogany, if he would show it to you,
or flick through images of Lakshmi and Ganesh to look at Alexander burning
Persepolis. He has carved the Parthenon into rosewood, chipped slivers of pale,
faulted teak away to leave a picture of the Matterhorn rising at the sky like a
broken claw, but he will not let you see it. The practice is for him only, and for
Manjusha. She comforts him when they don’t look how he wants them to, tells
him that his father would be proud if he knew that he was still using his abilities.

The action prepares him. It relaxes his muscles and eyes to their memorised
attention. When the girls are home he plays with his children and eats, another

night of floors, walls, toilets and dustbins, one more closer to an ending. He
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doesn’t know what he will say to Lucy if he speaks to her. He thinks that he won’t
but Manjusha knows he is impetuous. The words cannot be decided upon in
advance.

“You’re worried about your brother.”

“Of course I am. And Cristina and Richard.” Lucy wished her coffee was hot.
It would have been something to hide behind.

Alain bit a response, chewed slowly. The woman in front of him was not
Marie, but she would have understood. Not then, but later, afterwards. “Yes,” he
said. He could think of nothing else. “Is that why you wanted to meet me? To stop
thinking for a while?”

“I don’t know, maybe. I wanted to talk to somebody, someone I know. Not
about Luc and Cristina.”

He put down the last third of his sandwich and licked the fingers of his right
hand as he leaned towards her. They tasted bitter and sweet. “I had a car crash
once, when I still lived here. It wasn’t serious, just a slide on a wet road, but when
I got home there was no one to talk to. All day at the office we talk to each other,
meaningless noise to help us concentrate. It means nothing.”

“‘We are a million laughing at the million facing us, but two million laughs
don’t prevent us finding ourselves alone again in the mirror.””

“I'm not sure I agree.”

“No?”

“Sometimes, not always. But that’s pretty. Baudelaire? Rilke?”

“Brel.”

He sat up again, grasped the last crushed remains of his lunch and looked at
his watch. He only had fifteen minutes to get back to work. “It’s still pretty. But

I’'m sure it sounds better when you say it than when he sings it.”
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She heard that his voice had gone. The low, somnolent caresses had been
replaced with indifference, and it annoyed her.

Maman Sulpice was buried in her blue dress, at Fabrice’s insistence. He has
been thinking about her, or more specifically, about death. Not in a morbid,
preoccupied contemplation of mortality but rather about endings, the silence
which has rushed to him as secretly and completely as early light. Since meeting
Lucien for dinner his image of himself has changed, shrunken into a solitary
figure at a keyboard, investigating, recalling, reciting. The notes and observations
of Manitoba live through him. White spruce and aspen, balsam fir, the lifecycles
of lichen and peculiar fungi, their need for regeneration and regrowth.

He has decided to visit her, although he has to be at work early as he has
promised Alain that he and Lucy can watch the film together. Maman Sulpice’s
headstone looks too new. Its white granite sheen is out of place amongst the
greying neighbours. He has almost finished the final draft of his research. It is
cold and impassive, sentences and diagrams which seem to have no connection to
his personal experiences. The thought of finishing carries its own lethargy. He
doesn’t want to be consumed by his work, led into the secluded glades of similar
and obvious projects. The passion, if that is what it was, has left him. Or he left it,
he thinks. He has arrived at an ending.

“Doudou,” he hears her say, “you’ve come to visit me. I wish I could see you
clearly. Tell me, what do you look like?”

It is the opening day of the baseball season. He had promised to remember the
date, rubs his hand along the curved top of the headstone as he keeps the promise.
He will look to see the result of the Blue Jays’ first game, and no more. ‘Amantine
Aurore Lucile Sulpice’, and underneath ‘Loving Wife’. That was all she had

wanted. But she is beside her husband and in her cobalt blue dress.
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Opening Day. A great event. He remembers Max and Diane chanting their
devotion to the Milwaukee Brewers. “It’s like a lover,” Max said over the
standard breakfast of granola, eggs, bacon and toast. “You can’t get away, even if
you want to. The team gets to you, with all its disappointment and hope.”

“And you’ll be with them through thick and thin,” Diane added. “Wherever
you go in the world they’ll be with you. Look at us all the way up here, and we
still can’t get those damn Brewers out of our thinking.”

“No way.”

“No way. I can’t wait for Opening Day, to fall for them all over again.”

Fabrice said nothing. He cleared away his plate and washed up his cup,
smiling at them to show he understood. It was the quickest way to leave them, he
had learned. Hatsuke had showed him that.

In his small clearing between three trees he unpacked his camera and notebook
and wondered if they knew that they were wrong about him, that the forest had
not got to him. Did they care? He was there to gather research. Love, or more
appropriately for Max and Diane a passionate enchantment, was not going to
delay him while he worked. Rain begins to fall. The gravel paths are changing
colour. He didn’t mention the Toronto Blue Jays, either at Riding Mountain or in
Evian. Maman Sulpice would recognise his privacy. She would not ask why.

“Stop being cruel, Alain, just because you can.”

Cruel. He blinked and looked away, deliberately softening. “I have to get back
to the office. Will you walk with me?”

On the street they walked at her pace even though it would make him late. He

had earned that right, he thought, once in a while. And the preliminary drawings

for pasta packaging were not hurrying his step.
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“I didn’t mean it that way, Oose.” He held her hand tightly with the same
amber fingers which could crush. “You’re worried about your brother. I see why
you’d want to force yourself to think about something else.”

The white lake is clear and calm. They cannot see it in the massed grey
currency of Geneva’s business. “I wish he hadn’t gone to Cavaglia. He should be
here, with Cristina.”

“I'm sorry. I didn’t realise how much it had affected you.”

“Neither did L. It’s Brel’s fault.”

He stopped at a narrow door leading through to a courtyard, and squeezed her
hand a little more firmly. “Yes, it is.”

“He said that most of the words we use are black and white, and then, from
time to time, we use one that’s in colour. Those colour words are a part of
ourselves, because we give them meaning.”

“But only the meaning we want them to have.” He released her hand and bent
to kiss her on each cheek as softly and intricately as he could. “Why don’t you
stay here and go shopping? Even if there’s nothing you like, it would be better
than being stuck alone and in silence in Evian.”

“I like Evian,” she replied. She didn’t say that she liked silence and disliked
Geneva. The thoughts were enough. As to solitude, she was not sure. In the car
she wound down the window and smoked, singing gently to herself to pass the
moments at the border, before the edge of the lake reappeared. “I don’t know what
time this sad train leaves for Amsterdam.”

While they watched the film Fabrice wandered around the strangled,
colourless rooms of the cinema. He checked the toilets for latecomers or strays,
wound twice up and down the stairs to the projection room for security and

slipped quickly outside through the rain to make sure the fire doors were clear.
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Lucy was usually with him. He hadn’t seen the film. Strangely, he didn’t want to.
Some films, not many, simply didn’t raise his curiosity. And Lucy was inside with
Alain. Let her, let them, for once.

The foyer was quiet and wide without her. The pale patterned carpet carried its
wear marks like heartbeats, deep pink and brown breaths in the crimson. He
unlocked the ticket office and sat in the second chair, locking the door behind
him. Cashing up would take longer on his own. He looked up at the clock, just
over an hour to run, and was grateful for the occupation.

Counting the change he thought of Lucien, saw him still in his ending at his
parents’ house with his rarer books, his holiday brochures and his fathers’ scorn.
Had he read the book? Certainly he must have had a copy at the shop, most likely
four or five in different languages since the film had been made. There must be a
demand for it amongst the tourists looking for light refreshments in the pavement
cafés.

Cents built into euros, a separate pile for Swiss francs. He organised a float for
the next day, the next showing, replenished the supply of paper tickets. The film
would be ending soon, a last chance to grasp at the air outside before the stultified
smog of the auditorium, a room of individual odours and collected sighs. He left
the office and crossed to the steel and glass of the front doors, opening them to the

fresh scent of the rain, a nearing conclusion. The lake was cold and dark. He

would see it later.
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Manitoba 111

Jean stopped at Domodossola on the way back, to see if she was there. He asked
for the same hotel room, comfort or otherwise in the known, but the room had
been allocated, taken. He was given a swipe card for a room on the first floor,
looking out at the fashion store and banks. On his way from the reception desk he
saw the leaflet bearing Richard’s font, or what looked like it. In his suitcase, still
packed for Tangiers, Senegal and beyond, was his own copy of the leaflet. Its inks
made him long for home. Its text brought other thoughts, the font, permissions.
She was not in the hotel.

In Cavaglia Gianluca had been more friendly that before, more open and
reactive away from the cognac moments at the restaurant. The memories of the
money were forgotten or ignored. In the angled light and long, narrow rooms they
chatted like any other father and son, miscommunicating and protective of their
own. To the inevitable question of their early return Jean said only that Richard
was not speaking, that it was Cristina’s decision, that the trip had been long
enough and tiring.

“She is a strong woman,” Gianluca replied. “Perhaps too strong. I made her
that way.”

Sophia had been busy in the kitchen, struggling to maintain her maternity in
the empty house. She brought them coffee and stayed to hear her husband’s
declaration. “Yes, you did, Luca. Your work made us all strong.”

So this is how we are, Jean thought. We are all amiable enough to suggest,

even Cristina, but never to confirm. We trace around the figures on Gianluca’s

easel with our fingertips. The content is known and unvoiced.
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He passed time in their house with the distractions of etiquette, spent the next
day away from the thin house to allow Gianluca to create. Alone in Cavaglia he
saw the churches and the factories, reined in his walking to feel her childhood
hiding in the cold, quiet streets. By chance he found the river, saw snow being led
away from the Alps and down to the sea.

The girl at the reception desk was not the same one as on his outward journey.
She wore an identical black shirt, loose at the shoulders and fitted at the waist,
held her pen in her left hand while she typed, its nib pointing to the ceiling or
beyond. The lobby was quiet. Jean-Luc had arrived earlier than he expected to and
the hotel’s other guests were out for the day. He missed Richard, knew that if he
had gone to school he would be home soon, sitting at the kitchen table with his
mother and explaining his day, letters shaping in his mind and translating into
noises, words, imperfectly formed but improving.

The town was smaller than he had thought. Trains stopped and departed. He
walked back through to the wider streets, knowing the route, took a seat next to
the doorway of a café to watch the town. Nearby was a shop selling mountain
clothing to the few tourists lingering, a morning’s late skiing already completed.
There were no clear scents to notice, no gardenias or peonies, not even the smell
of the milk from the cappuccino brought to him.

Lucy has put her boots on to walk up to her brother’s house. On the edge of
Evian there are reminders of the rain, trickles of water running from the sodden,
sloping ground. The ditches by the side of the road carry soft, resonating flows
down towards the lake. It is a day for being quiet and invisible. She is wearing her
darkest trousers and a moss-brown jacket, has to step along the tarmac to make

herself more noticeable to the traffic. Sentences come to her like sound, fully-
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formed, loose. The trees are talking to each other. She wonders whether Fabrice
still thinks of them.

The road begins to slope downwards as she nears Jean-Luc’s house, a
consequence of her decision to avoid the centre of Evian and take the wide route,
up beyond the old spa and the hospital. Her short hair has grown longer. Small,
cold tingles of sweat burst from the heat of her head. She feels her toes push
against the toes of her boots and knows that she is almost there. At last the low,
high hills are clear of snow. Months of anticipating its arrival are followed each
year by waiting for it to leave, even from those dark, stilted spaces in the woods.

Why had Cristina left Domodossola? Luc watched the imitation chocolate
dissolve into the milk. Perhaps she had no more to say, or wanted to say it
elsewhere. Why had he ordered a cappuccino when he prefers his coffee black,
almost always?

She is early or late, it seems. As soon as Cristina opens the door Lucy can tell
she is not expected.

“Lunch, yes,” Cristina says, leading the way into the kitchen. She puts a frozen
pizza in the oven, hearing accusations of cultural treachery, and stands at the
corner of the cabinets. “I don’t like this kitchen. I don’t know why I wanted it this
way. It doesn’t suit me.”

“I think it does.” Lucy is standing beside her, with her, watching frail steam
looping from the oven’s vents and listening to the fan roaring indignantly. “It’s a
reflection of you, almost a statement of your personality.”

The various handles and interlocked granite and marble counters look back.
Neat, silver appliances gleam. The steel arms of knives in a knife block exhale
their blindness with menaced intent. She loves the room like she loves Cristina. At

the far end the worn family table contradicts all other appearances. Lucy imagines

165



and remembers Richard sitting there, held by his mother until he has finished
eating, or silently watching the hair at the back of her neck move as she reads and
writes her emails. The drawing of a raccoon lies in front of him, unfinished with
fascination.

Cristina sees nothing but the impressions of cheese beginning to melt on top of
the pizza. “What does that mean? Please, Lucy, don’t accuse me. He will be here
tomorrow.”

They eat in the kitchen and the lounge. A fire has been built but not lit.
Cristina sits on the edge of the sofa, leaning over her plate. It would be easy to
assume that she wants to fall forward into conversation, to slide into hidden
speech and charge the room with her voice, calling, renouncing.

Lucy sees Jean’s wicker chair still waiting by the window, where she left it. If
there was sunlight it would be cutting angles through the glass and onto the floor.
She thinks of the pot of coffee and the biscuits, her refracted morning spent
reading, swivelling gently in the chair. She had bought a hair band especially for
the occasion, knowing the length of her hair. The house then was large and free.

She had watched the house grow. When she rented her apartment those years
earlier Jean-Luc was unmarried. Lucy had been the first to move, left Luc in the
family home with its confines and restrictions. The apartment was too small but
all she could afford, and it gave her decisions. A round table or a square one? A
wardrobe or a long sofa? Should she rest a television on a cabinet or mount a
bracket on the wall to leave a clear flow of air from the balcony? And she loved
every delayed moment of those decisions, lived in the quiet, unbroken clatter from
the street below in anticipation, slipping, instilling.

The wicker chair rotates, both on its central column and on the wheels on its

five feet. Manes is carving a picture of Brahma into teak.
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Her apartment is still too small and its quiet has altered. A corner of the
balcony is always damp, lies in the shade of the other buildings and their affected
angles. The twists and bends she has to make to get into the shower annoy her.
There is nowhere to store old clothes. Past meals and nights live in the fabric and
the afternoon voices from other apartments infiltrate her. But it is the silence,
more so since her first request for Alain to stay. When he is there the space around
them is active, physical. When he is not, the three rooms are stained by his
presence. His skin lingers. Sounds flail like ripples of water. The quiet, her quiet,
1s no longer hers.

She thinks she will drive up to the late season caf€ at the foot of the slopes and
talk to Astrid. Behind them the freezer will defrost in slow, quickening heartbeats.
Soon Astrid will move back to her summer job, the repeating casino welcome she
found the previous year when the café closed during the week. Martine and
Beatrice returned for the winter and have already left. Astrid is alone, waiting for
the snow to end.

Lucy kisses goodbye. Words pass. Should Cristina speak now, while the plates
in her hand prevent her from hugging tightly? Lucy kneels to tie the laces on her
boots. A car slows for the downhill corner near the house, its engine note
decaying. She will walk back into Evian then drive to the ski runs. She could
borrow Cristina’s car but she doesn’t want to ask.

“Thank you for coming,” Cristina says. The car accelerates away from the
bend. “Are you working tonight?”

Lucy nods.

“Richard will be sad that he hasn’t seen you.”

Richard, the offer she had made to take him out after school, a half-promise. “I

was going to see Astrid at the café. Do you think he would like to come?”
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Domodossola was familiar and remembered. He left the stale memory of his
coffee and retraced a route back to the racks of postcards and sunglasses, bought
three peaches from the boxes of fruit outside the supermarket. The sky was too
warm. Two of the peaches passed through his mouth and throat without seeming
to produce a sensation of taste. He knew he had eaten them because he had their
stones in his hand. He could feel their rough, dry ovals rubbing against his palm.
Had he eaten the peaches? Had he fallen into that state of dislocation where
everything is seen and heard but nothing is experienced? He was tired, certainly.
Colours bled from his senses like words in another language.

There were voices to be heard. He stood on the southbound platform and let a
train to Rome come and go. Where had his urgency gone, the energy of flight?
The town was familiar. You wonder if he could also recall the smell of inks,
recognise the yellow shade of headache as a special offer leaflet ran through the
machinery at his command. Would you know that scent, marooned in an Italian
afternoon, the temptation of her love?

He tumbled back to the hotel, his room on the first floor, and closed the
curtains. Hunger was a false memory. He took off his shoes to sleep, a long,
uncomfortable sleep even though it was only quarter past six. The restaurants
would fill with faces and sound. He would save the last peach for Richard.

The roundabouts west of Evian are tidy, kept. Ribbons of colour are emerging
in planned flowers, words spelt out or images created. As she drives past the
supermarket at Amphion Lucy feels closer. She has another twenty minutes until
she has to collect Richard from school, turns away from the road and down to the
park at the edge of the lake. Two men are walking dogs. A woman is showing her

daughter how to throw food to the birds.
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She walks away from them to the rocks, an old, stone quay which has
crumbled with the winters and inattention since its rectangular replacement took
up a concrete position sixty metres nearer to town. She can hear the stowed
sailboat tapping at its rubber moorings when she is out over the water. Small
catfish flit under her shadow, learning the chance of food. There are no crabs
obvious in the wet rocks but she is sure that she could lure them out with a string
of chicken skin.

Where she can, away from Cristina’s borrowed car and before Richard, she
lights a cigarette. The toxins soothe her and reflect, smoke rests in her nose. The
lake is a quiet recaptured. She hears the dogs’ feet, bread scattering, the low,
sonorous repeat of the boat’s hull.

Some of the roundabouts have a sponsor’s board on them, making you
question the impartiality of their message. ‘Amphion’, says one, or ‘Au Bord du
Lac’, and you wonder what need the Chamber of Commerce and the Hétel du
Savoie have to display such phrases. The colours too, who chooses them? Or are
they decided horticulturally by which flowers and shades will bloom together?
When these blooms die away will the message stay the same or do the Casino and
Tourist Office have other things to say?

Martine and Beatrice have flown back to their summers and Astrid is alone.
She has turned half of the chairs upside down and is scrubbing their feet, the
bottom of their legs. Richard is happy, he has the treat of a slice of cake and Lucy.
His father has collected his car from Cavaglia.

“How’s Alain? I haven’t seen him for a while.”

Lucy rests her hand against her can of Sprite. Its cold, wet metal makes blood
rush away from the surface of her skin. She looks down at Astrid’s hair and sees

the last of her lighter, blonder colours shifting from side to side as she cleans. The
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strip light and spot lights move the tones as soon as she sees them. Motion brings
them and takes then away.

“Ilike it here in the spring,” she says.

Richard has dropped his fork. On the floor by his feet a stain of lime marks the
points of impact, a hollow green smear like rust or gold. “Yoose,” he cries limply,
practising language. Lucy takes another fork from the tray on the counter and
passes it to him. She believes Alain, with her café silence.

He calls ‘I love you’ at unprotected moments and she believes him. Astrid’s
hair flutters near the bottom of an upturned chair like a wish you once held and
have almost forgotten, the kind which leaps back to tempt and tease you moments
before sleep. You lie on your side with your hand under the pillow. The room is
warm, or the room is cold and your bed is warm. The memory makes you smile
before you recognise it, like love.

The hills and mountains are high and the sun sets early and rapidly, switching
from calm to a quickening chill. If there is wind it stops being refreshing. Richard
runs inside when Lucy returns him and the car. In spite of the breaking of sticks
and his learnt consciousness he wants to escape from the long, slow evening, light
blue tracing to black as the sun descends on reflective, flatter lands.

Hours can pass as you wait for the day to end and the night to begin. Lucy has
the comfort of old shoes to accompany her down the slope to Evian. She will go
home and change her socks before work. The roads are still carrying water and
smells of resting growth come from the bracken under the trees. The walk is
supportive and clean. She feels the muscles above her knees pull and strain, her
calves struggle with lactic acid on the steeper sections nearest the town.

She will be late for work, she knows, and will not have time to eat. In the

temporary light of her building’s entrance hall she sees that flicks of mud have
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penetrated the bottom of her jeans. In her bathroom mirror she checks her
appearance and sees the residue of the day, still out of breath from rushing up to
her apartment.

A rare queue has formed outside the cinema. It is the final screening of the
film she and Alain saw, she realises. The language of food is unforgotten, stays
with her as she walks to work like another voice, mumbling to be heard, until she
sees Philippe through the steel and glass doors. His failing hair flaps as he looks
from side to side, searching.

“Hurry up, there’s so much to do,” he says, the closest he can get to
admonishment. “Fabrice isn’t here. Hurry, please.” He locks the door again
behind Lucy, his pale blue shirt stretched more tightly than ever over his stomach.
As he turns Lucy sees flesh and hair between the buttons.

“Why not? Where is he?”

“T don’t know. Get the ticket office ready. I’ll be back to hold the doors.” He
rustles away towards the thin stairs to turn the lights and heating on in the
auditorium, throwing the keys towards Lucy. They chime as they land near her
feet, claiming haste.

The carpet is cold and fading. As she retrieves the keys her fingers brush the
cruel, industrial fibres and she imagines Alain’s face, the stubble which would be
breaking through the skin of his jaw by that time of day, the almost-black of his
eyes. She hadn’t enjoyed watching the film. The queue is blocking the dark from
coming in. The roundabouts are showing their flowered words and pictures.

Fabrice arrives before Philippe returns. Lucy unlocks the door for him and the
viewers who will follow, smiles to say hello, you’re late and so are we, the film is
supposed to start in ten minutes and there are a lot to get in. Philippe is upstairs.

He’ll try to be angry but it’s all right, you’re here now. Can you make sure they

171



come slowly? We need to waste a few minutes until everything’s ready or they’ll
complain. The office is open. Here, hold the door.

A single smile. She waits for him to reach out his arm and block the entrance,
then walks across the carpet and into the ticket office. From her chair behind the
perforated glass she nods to him and he lets the first few pass. He has tied his
scarf in a different way, she notices, and it is new, as black and orange as a cab,
although she doesn’t know that.

Philippe returns and vanishes again with relief. His shirt is stretched. The
queue moves through the foyer and on to the auditorium doors, still locked. When
the stream slows Fabrice moves too, takes the keys from Lucy and tears the tickets
of the expectant, amiable crowd. Within twenty minutes the loud pre-film
advertisements have begun and the cinema is quiet, not full, and complete.

“What happened?” Lucy asks. The toilets are empty. No one is hiding on the
thin stairs. The emergency exits are unlocked and free from obstruction.

“I finished.”

Lucy doesn’t have to ask. She knows what he is talking about. “You’ve
finished?”

He nods.

“It’s done?”

“Yes.”

Three teenage girls bustle through the front doors, letting them crash behind
them. “Are we too late?” one asks.

“No,” Lucy answers. She re-enters the ticket office and stands to serve them.

“Is it full?” a second girl asks.

“NO bad



“Have we missed a lot of the film?” The last girl steps between the others and
leans on the glass. Her hair is short, blonde, prances with none of Astrid’s
unconscious light.

“It’s just about to start. Three?” Lucy takes their collected money and tears
their tickets. “Be quick,” she says, watching Fabrice seeing them through the
doors into the auditorium.

His face is still abstracted when he comes back. “The last pages came out of
the printer this afternoon. I put them with the others, face down, and just sat there,
staring at the whiteness of the pile. When I looked up I was already late. Sorry.”

She smiles a wide response. “I was late too, but it doesn’t matter, not today.
Congratulations. You must be so happy.” She moves to hug him.

He shrugs, his arms by his sides. “I didn’t realise how close to the end I was. 1
thought I still had a few weeks to go. And then it was all there, stacked in plain,
white sheets.” He pauses, at last takes his scarf off in the warming foyer. “I went
to visit my grandmother a couple of days ago. I didn’t know what to say to her.”

The scarf hangs from his hand like a garland. Below it the pale reds and pinks
of the paling carpet seep their brutal roughness. “Shall we sort out the money
now, or do you want to go outside for a while first? The wind’s gone and it’s a
clear night. Cold, but clear.”

Jean-Luc has not seen his bedroom for over three weeks. He wonders what it

will smell and taste of, how the warming air will have changed it, how he will feel

when he sees its whites and creams.
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17
Evian V

The pillows were pillow-shaped. There were no dents in them, no impressions of
where she lay. Normally their bed was half-made, pillows and duvet thrown
carelessly and easily into an approximation of where they should be. Luc
wondered what he should do with the dirty clothes in his suitcase, carried them
into their bathroom to find that the Iid was closed on the lined, wicker basket.

Was this a message from her, or another example of this strange, perfect
neatness? The mirrored doors on the medicine cupboard were slid shut. Her body
lotions, cleanser, toner and night cream were in a line by the sink. Two almost-full
bottles of shampoo and conditioner were at the corner of the bath. He flicked the
lid of the laundry basket open with his foot and dropped his clothes onto hers,
then took them out again.

Sunday, the quiet reverie after the last showing. Lucy indulges the morning in
her shorts and nightshirt. When the sunlight reaches all but the damp corner of her
balcony she will open the doors, has arranged to meet Alain for a slow lunch to
substitute for the long family tradition of long family lunches. Afterwards they
will walk by the lake or in one of the parks, perhaps drive over to Chétel and
watch the walkers descend on the patisseries and gift shops.

He will put his arm around her, you think, walk in stride with her, his free
hand pushed into the pocket of a black coat, hip-length, collar half up, well-made
and functional. His coat, his almost black hair, his skin, the hidden message of his

fierce eyes. You know him, can hear gentility in his troubadour voice, see the

shapes of affection in the lines around his mouth.

174



And Lucy will be with him, interpreting, wondering whether he will eat the
risotto and lamb shanks she is planning on cooking for them both, and if so would
he still have preferred tomatoes, oil and yoghurt?

Will his shoulders look beautiful in the late light of the apartment, and again
later, as she looks down to see his arms reaching around her waist? When they are
asleep will the silence of the apartment rest into itself?

Until then she has the morning and her shorts and nightshirt. She wears a hair
band and reads Stendhal, listens to the street below her balcony with a packet of
biscuits by her side and good coffee. Somewhere she wishes she had Jean’s
rotating chair and the high, angled window, another language.

For the first day Luc dealt with the matter-of-fact, the concrete, the exact.
Once he had finished unpacking and put his clothes in the washing machine he
opened his mail and looked over the house for signs of their absence, then spent
an hour calling and emailing to cancel the bookings for the rest of their trip. When
Christina brought Richard home from school the afternoon was lost to play and
tales, mostly in the security of his bedroom. They stayed up late together, so late
that once Richard had heard most of a story and fallen asleep it was too late to
begin another conversation.

Cristina was quiet, as quiet as you would expect. They circled around each
other. Rooms were claimed for the evening and then abandoned. Jean-Luc’s
immediate, enduring concern was answered when she paused at the foot of the
stairs, near the door to the lounge.

“I’m going to bed. Will you come up soon?”

He looked past her to the fast-aging beech of the staircase. So he could share

her bed, their bed. Indeed, he was expected to. How long should he wait before
joining her?

175



The heaviness of the drive and arrival came to him. The hours with Richard
had been happy, the chance to chatter in their secret way, but even then the house
around them had been home to a lurking, imaginative lull. The sofa was
comfortable. There were two other bedrooms he could use. He had looked in both
of them earlier to see if their beds were made, just in case.

How long? Calculations came to him as automatically as those for a print run,
numbers of colours and copies, trims, folds, stapling or other finishes. She would
wash, brush her teeth. There were treatments to apply, clarifying lotion and night
eye tincture. She would probably tie her hair up. At least ten minutes, fifteen to be
sure, anything to avoid the complication of seeing her naked as she changed.

“Have you heard from Jean-Luc or Cristina?” Alain asks.

In her sleep Lucy is at the airport, listening to the reverse thrust of an Airbus
arriving from Stockholm. She knows it has come from there because the public
address system has just announced it, and she can see the logo on the tailfin as the
plane taxis in. She is sitting in the café, resting her head against the window. The
cold of the glass filters through her hair to the back of her neck. A short, dark man
in a black shirt brings her a thick paper cup, says ‘sorry for the delay’ and lays a
wooden stirrer and two colours of sugar on the table.

The drink is tea, light and pale. It has no milk in it. Beside her is a folded
newspaper. She knows every story, can recite them in columns if you want her to.
Apart from the man in the black shirt, clearing tables to her left, she is alone. The
terminal is quiet. Desks are empty and closed and the morning deliveries have not
yet begun to appear. A woman in the familiar uniform of a car rental company
walks past. She had taken her shoes off as soon as she locked her kiosk and she

slides across the cleaned floor in stockinged feet. Lucy hears them swish in the
blossoming silence.
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Next to her, around her, Alain stumbles naked through his sleep. The skin of
his stomach glimmers in the almost dark as town light penetrates the edges and
joins of the curtains.

Her apartment does not have space for him. It is hers, a possession. She clears
herself away before he comes, makes room for his speech and movement, but
every sentence is filled with her choices, her negotiations of furniture or design.
The angle of the clock is hers. She keeps loose coins in a white bowl on the table.
The curtains at the balcony doors are yellow and yellowed. They do not quite
reach the floor. He loves her, has claimed to the lake that she is more real than he.
Love, passion, more real than any you can imagine, as proud and insistent as the
tail lights of the ferry shouting its arrival in Lausanne. He would swim across the
water to her if he could.

His skin glimmers. You hear him say Lucy, Lucie, Oose, wondering at the
instance of his language. You think you see a shimmer in his eyes but you are
wrong, he is looking away to keep you from believing you are being inspected.
The apartment has no space for him and he is there, sleeping with his love, his
lover. Memories fly like cries and whispers.

Maman Sulpice wrote letters. From the neatly arranged lines of replies you
would guess she wrote hundreds, perhaps thousands. There were the obvious
ones, of course, her brother still in Dijon, her sister, chased to the warmth of a
village somewhere near Perpignan. Her children too, a son and his wife and child
in Besancon, seemingly stuck in charge of a branch of the prison service, and
Fabrice’s father.

The letters back from Dijon were the most natural, the easiest to decode. To
begin with Fabrice resisted them. He left them at Maman Sulpice’s house while

her inheritors decided what to do with it, negotiating and revising their ideals. Her
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nephews wanted to keep it as an escape by the water. Her eldest son saw its sale
as retirement. Fabrice’s father asked him to check on the light rooms and wooden
floors once a week, wanted reports on the state of the garden. Fabrice did as he
was requested. The letters and books were his on her precise statement, duly
attested and signed. He had begun to collect boxes for their inevitable removal.

He read the first letter, a register of occurrences, as rain trapped him inside.
Maman Sulpice had willed it so. He was curious. It was from his father, described
life in Dijon as it was then, the places she knew which had changed, incidents and
actions. His own name was mentioned twice although he couldn’t recall the
moments so carefully catalogued. The voice was clear, spoke in the structured,
erudite manner of a child trying to be honest or well taught. Fabrice recognised
the handwriting, at least.

Slowly the boxes were filled and carried over to his apartment. The family
letters were mostly comfortable, reminiscences of distant cousins, proud aunts
proclaiming the virtue of their offspring. And it was aunts, he noticed, daughters
and nieces. The few from male relations, for it was only a few, were lined with
formality. Birthday presents received. Notes which had evidently accompanied
invitations, lost or stored elsewhere. Letters of duty, of consolation. Holiday
accounts. Details of visits to Evian, arrivals, intentions.

The female letters, for those pages were surely as female as their authors,
seemed to Fabrice to be extensions of conversations. Yes, he read information he
did not know, sometimes private, physical information, but it was as if the aunts,
daughters and nieces had wanted to tell their stories face to face instead of on the
telephone.

Paper sufficed. Its readers heard the words in a different place on a different

day, away from the judgement of breathing, listening. It was the closest they could
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come to eye contact. Messages were passed on. Lives, if not quite shared, were
connected.

The second day was like the first. At night Jean wants to clutch her to him, not
from possession or desperation but with longing. Wind shuffles the trees of their
woods, their leaves, their broken sticks.

Akash sleeps 1n a cot in his parents’ bedroom, close enough for Manjusha to
reach out and touch him. Most nights end with him caught between her and
Manes, his legs curled and his face close to the reckoning of her chest. The girls
share the only other bed and bedroom, lie sometimes at each end and sometimes
side by side. They are Swiss in everything but history, have grown to treat the
Nepali they speak at home as a consequence rather than an origin. French words
mingle and interject. They think mostly in French. Manjusha worries that her
daughters will not recognise Darjeeling when they go, as she is sure they will.

Carvings are building up like lines of writing stacked against the wall. There
are so many off-cuts of wood resting in rows in the bedroom that she is finding it
difficult to slide open the wardrobe door and put his work clothes away. She will
ask him to move them closer together, or store new ones somewhere else. She
doesn’t know where.

Fabrice had already read the most recent letters. Before she died he would
collect the mail from her house, redirect those with a typed address to his father
then carry the rest to her hospital room. He offered to write replies for her, to let
her dictate and hear back her words before returning with a neat copy for her to
sign.

“Words flow when you write them yourself. It’s not the same process when
you say them out loud. You should know that, Doudou.”

“But won’t they be worried if they don’t get an answer?”
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“Only if they do not know me. And if so then I don’t want to hear from them.
Read me another one. Are there any more?”

He read, eventually. Before she would let him open each letter he had to
describe it, the colour of the envelope, its shape and size, the weave of the paper, a
watermark. Next he had to comment on the stamp, its placing and origin, explain
how her name and address had been written. Was it ‘Mme. Sulpice’ or
‘Amantine’? Did the lettering slope forwards or backwards? Was the address
offset or in a line? Was there a return address on the back, and if so, describe its
appearance without reading it out?

“Isabelle,” she would say at last, “Mme. Leiris,” or “Héléne,” then close her
eyes and settle into her pillows as if deciding what she was to hear.

As he flicked through those letters again Fabrice studied their envelopes. He
wanted to know what she had learned from them, how she would calculate and
quantify, give more attention to his voice once she had considered that of their
authors. There was no need to reread those letters themselves, no impetus. Their
contents were her death and its approach. She was a figure on a bed defined by the
shapes she made in the covers, a blind over the window, reflections of light
making their uneasy way through her eyes. The images which came from her
mind, the definitions of herself still spoken, rarely corresponded to his
understanding of her.

“Remember how to sleep, Doudou. It’s easy to sleep.” She was an ending.

Alain is sleeping with his love, his lover. When they wake together she will Jet
him use the shower before she gets out of bed. In the early mornings Geneva 1s
forty-five kilometres and an hour away, sometimes more.

Coffee, of course, ubiquitous and contemplative. She will lay out some

breakfast for him, mix yesterday’s bread with supermarket cheeses and jams,
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perhaps warm a couple of pastries as he dries himself. The gentle sweetness of last
night’s risotto will wait in the air like a memento.

His car is in the garage beneath his apartment. When he leaves she will
readjust and recalculate, clear the table or eat slices of bread before or after her
shower. Her hair might seem longer, still lacking elegance or fluidity. The pores
around her eyes might be closed and loose like a bruised apple. Her fingers might
read a new version of the contours of her waist, the force of his arms around it. He
will drive to work with the heater on and thoughts of her. At Amphion the traffic
will already be queuing at the roundabouts.

The other replies, the unfamilial and unknown, were more intriguing. Letters
had been sent from across Switzerland and Italy, from Prague, Missouri and North
Carolina, from Malta. Half of a whole shelf was taken up by correspondence from
New Zealand, each identical envelope slotted in chronologically like pages of a
great novel. As Fabrice lifted them into a box to take to his apartment he saw that
the rest of the shelf, and some of the one below, held letters from Dijon in the
same handwriting. He took those too. That was enough for that visit. They would
last him.

He settled into hearing the voice of Amantine’s friend. Amantine, always
Amantine. She had begun to write even before Maman Sulpice had moved to
Evian, small notes of thoughts, continuations of discussions they had shared. As
the women aged the letters grew longer, told of preparations for New Zealand and
the life discovered there. Sometimes Fabrice suspected personal details
approaching and skipped ahead until he thought it was safe to return. Other times
he found himself suddenly immersed in gall bladder operations, gynaecology and

others’ grounds for divorce, and he would hurry away from such invasions with
surprised guilt.
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Quickly he began to feel as though he had been shown a previously hidden
method of speaking, one in which he had not been told the rules of language. The
experience starved him. All that remained was the sensation that he was holding a
telephone away from his ear and was only able to hear every other word. Nothing
he could do would bring the receiver closer.

In other rooms in other houses there would be Maman Sulpice’s replies, a
conversation. He would never know how she spoke. The thought made him
infinitely sad, so sad that he put away the final, questioning letters from New
Zealand and turned instead to the racks of other letters, leaving them unread. And
they each had an envelope to decipher, a task he could do without the curse of
their half-spoken contents.

On the third day, Monday, Cristina took Richard to school after his joyful
weekend, the gift of unresolved, unbroken time with his father still carrying him
into the new week. “Lamp,” he had said the night before, after stories and kisses.
Not amp, yamp or hamp, but lamp, so plainly that Luc had asked him to repeat it.
“Lamp,” he said again.

“That’s right, lamp. Well done.” Luc kissed him again, then kissed his
raccoon, as usual. Nothing was different. If he had spoken out or celebrated the
child might have become self-conscious. He didn’t even tell Cristina, in case it
wasn’t true.

The airport is filling up as the morning urgency takes hold. As he leaves the
terminal at the end of his shift Manes thinks about saying good morning to a
customs officer he recognises. The man walks quickly towards him, towards the

doors, strides so purposefully that Manes decides he must be late and lets him

pass unhindered.
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The apartment will be empty when he gets home, he knows. The girls will be
on their way to school. He might even see them at the bus stop, getting on as he
gets off. Manjusha will have taken Akash to the shops or to a friend’s house so
that he can sleep. She will wake him for a late lunch, prepare breakfast and light,
clear tea without milk for him. They will talk and smile, and Akash will play.

Yes, the apartment is empty. Manjusha has gone out in spite of the letter for
Manes. She didn’t need to stay to see him open it because she knows what it will
say, does say. Finally, and on time, his father is dead. She is tall, not quite too tall.
Her body has learnt how to carry itself. It swims and sways. Her skin will

welcome the warm, wet embrace.



18
Cavaglia IV

“It must have started in Cavaglia, when Luca left. Or before that, in the months
when the house was so full of noise that Papa couldn’t begin to work. ‘Il
Linguatore’, they call him now. Did you know that?”

“Yes,” Jean mumbles, not wanting to interrupt her with sounds or silence.

““II Linguatore’, ‘The Maker of Words’. He lets them, of course. He likes the
title, thinks it justifies the time he spends crafting, and that unspeakable quiet.”
She pauses, considering implications and sidelines. “Why do they matter, those
black designs? Why are they so important that we had to feel our way along the
walls in case the crack of a light switch moved his hand?”

“Richard,” Jean says.

“Yes, Richard.” They are in the cavern of the café. Lucy’s visit to talk to
Astrid has brought it back to Cristina’s memory.

As soon as she returned from taking Richard to school she began to speak.
Light colours at first, creams and yellows of routine actions, shopping, cleaning,
preparing. Luc answered her questions. He made statements and suggestions,
obeying her display. In the reflecting stare of the kitchen she moved slowly to
browns and greens, saying ‘Richard missed you’ as easily as she could, and with
the softest shades of new growth, ‘where did you go?’

Tt was her idea that they should go out, away from the house. She drove them
to the café with the car window open, using the road noise to fill her obvious,
clustered space. Jean bought them both drinks to excuse their presence. Cristina

rested her elbows on the table and her chin on the back of both hands. She

breathed in and closed her eyes until the sound came.
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“I saw the font on a leaflet for a glacier trip,” Jean-Luc says. “Or I think I did.
I brought one back to show you. It’s at home.”

“They were one of the first to ask, the tourist board for the Italian Alps. 1
suppose they must have already heard of Papa’s work.”

“So you said they could use it?”

“Yes. It would have been difficult to say no. And it seemed right.”

“I didn’t know. I don’t think you told me.”

Cristina’s head is bowed forward. Her gaze is directed at the table between
them, the physical space. He has sat across from me, she thinks, her eyes not
seeing. She sips from her hot chocolate, the fingers of both hands holding on to
the edge of the cup. Words lead themselves slowly through blue to red, as they
must.

“When Luca left.” She lowers the cup and rests it delicately on its saucer. The
sounds of contact are as natural as love. “Before he left my mother and I became
even quieter. We’d limp around the house, moving from room to room only if we
had to. We spoke gently, not excessively, manufactured a kind of shorthand
language. Sometimes she would say whole sentences with the shapes of her eyes
or hands.

“Don’t misunderstand me, Jean-Luc. You’ve met her, you know how she is.
I’'m not trying to bargain for her, to say she sacrificed herself. She was happy,
perhaps happier then than she is now. She had her family around her, living,
being, talking. The house ran to rhythms and motions she created, not Papa. He
worked because she let him.”

Jean nods to show he has heard, to imply he has understood. He is looking at

her, seeing the tips of her fingers still holding her cup. He sees too the marks on



her back from the skiing accident and wants to hold her, softly, for a long time. He
nods. She has to speak. He has to listen.

“But it was almost as if we were compensating for Luca, reducing ourselves to
keep an equilibrium. It didn’t work.” She shifts her left hand away from his glare
and onto her leg, scratches the harsh cotton of her jeans. The noise of her nails
disturbs her. “Luca got louder, then he left. I'm glad he did because he had to, for
himself, but it altered everything, spoiled it perhaps. ‘Il Linguatore’. He didn’t
write for years, not well, not until Richard.”

She stops for him, waits for his response. “Look at me, please.”

He looks. “What are you saying? Because of Luca? Because of Richard?”

“No, Jean, because of me. Because of nothing.”

“Because of nothing.”

“Yes.” She brings her hand back up towards the cup and almost reaches out
for him. The colours in her eyes are shaking endlessly through crimson and blood
to black. “There’s nothing, darling, don’t you see? Quiet, that silence. This is how
I am.” The worn wood of the table glimmers up at her. A pale shine, a reminder.
Her voice is soft and slow, like a leaf growing or falling, like a lover’s. “I speak in
broken silence and no one can hear me. I love Luca, I love my mother and father,
and I love you. I want to go to the top of Cornebois and watch you ski down, then
call out that love in a hundred different voices and rush towards you.”

The cup rattles in its saucer, sounds of contact. Cristina watches it fall still.
“Don’t you see, Jean? Can’t you hear it?”

What is she saying in the cool spring café, while Astrid prepares for the
season’s ending and trails of water begin to dry up on the greening hills? There
are three other cars in the car park, Astrid’s small, local Renault and those of

walkers scaling to the tree line. Their bright coats and spilling breaths are visible
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from the café windows. In Evian the town is being itself, listing in the boughs of
the lower mountains. Beside it the lake waits for its moment to speak.

Cristina says ‘love’ and ‘nothing’, as if to explain all she can. You know she is
still talking as she sits there, offering information in other forms and
constructions. Those sounds she makes, the vocal twists and complexities, falter
in their display. Her languages collude and deny.

Yet ‘love’ she said, a repercussion. Perhaps she cannot phrase it because it is
true, and to project it outwards would simply be to fool you in some way, or at
least to give you a part of a whole, a suggestion. She waits instead, anticipating,
prejudging your reaction.

‘Love’ and ‘nothing’, two attempts to include. For minutes she has no more
words, or none spoken, leaves Jean to interpret how he chooses. And it is his
choice, as clear and incursive as the rough, dry stone of a peach. He has listened to
her, heard the details of that mythological house where Gianluca drew Richard’s
font. For a passing second he sees the tall, graceful curves of the upstrokes and the
wide capitals, imagines the importance of the messages it describes. The café
window lets him see the yellow coat of a walker between the high firs. He could
choose love.

He could choose love, could process his knowledge and his memory into the
urge to look at the strobes of her lowered eyes and hold her. His understanding of
her is different from yours, comes from the accumulation of imagined moments
you could not have seen. The version of Cristina he reasons himself to, his
composition, allows him to love. It encourages him, it enraptures him, precisely

because that is the outcome he wants. He could be mistaken, but you are not him.

He has love or nothing, her nothing.
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She raises her gaze to try to see an impression of his thoughts, decides to
speak again. “Lucy came for lunch a few days ago. She was talking about Alain,
about how he can’t understand her when she talks about passion. Can’t, or won’t
try to. ‘Sometimes we use a word that’s in colour’, she said, ‘and those words in
colour are a part of ourselves, because we give them meaning.””

“Thét’s a strange thing for her to say.”

“She didn’t. She did, but she was repeating Brel.”

“She likes Brel.”

The table draws their voices down again. Quiet hums come from the strip
lights in the display cabinets and the temperature regulator of the freezer forces a
new rumble of pumped fluid. Jean-Luc has to listen.

“She said that Alain talks about love, tells her he loves her, but doesn’t want to
hear her when she tries to mention passion.”

Love, and nothing.

“And you, what do you want to talk about?” Luc asks. The yellow coat of the
walker is out of sight and he feels the wanted strike of a violet headache. He is
sleepy and awake, more revived by her presence with him that he is ready to
show. “Why are we here, Cristina? Why this place, this café?”

Astrid looks over to their used cups. The freezer warbles indifference.

Cristina pauses, balancing. “We first met him here, all of us.”

The radio on the shelf responds to Astrid’s stretching hand. She will see Lucy,
be able to tell her that she chose not to be able to hear what was being said. Her
hair tangos in gold and blonde in the nearby spotlight.

“There’s nothing,” Cristina says.
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Jean lifts his fingers from the table as if to point or reach. He slides his palm
towards her, a fragment of appeal in his raised fingertips. “Tell me. Tell me now,
while we’re here.”

“I don’t know how to explain it.”

“Try,” he says, barely audibly. “Please.”

b4

“There’s nothing,” she repeats, “There never was. I wanted, I still want, to
speak, to be heard at last. It was me, Jean-Luc, always. I am someone else.”

“I don’t understand.”

She is wearing her second-best jeans, short shirt and blue jacket, the clothes he
imagined. Her feet are crossed, gripping on to themselves under her chair. She
squeezes her knees together for energy and determination then sits up and back.
Her hands are still clutched on the table, waiting. Her hair has fallen from behind
her ears.

“In the restaurant at Cavaglia I was Cristina, Il Linguatore’s daughter. Richard
nearly slept against my arm, do you remember? I heard Italian on the trains and at
the airport, my language. It didn’t sound like me.” She glances at the radio, almost
seeing the noise coming from it. “I don’t want to be silent, Jean-Luc. I want to be
someone to swim with. Not for, but with. I love. I need to say it.”

“Then say it.”

“I can’t,” she says softly, then again, louder, “I can’t,” then again, louder,
attacking the hard consonants, “I can’t.” She pushed out her hands at her cup and
it rattles from its saucer and onto its side. A brown stream runs out like a sentence
or a sound, spilling.

She calms. Astrid lifts her head from the storage racks under the counter, her

selected chore of organisation. She sees the couple and the spreading chocolate.
and returns to her task. Cristina calms.

189



“I can’t, Luc. Please, darling, try to hear me. There’s nothing to say except that
I love you and I can’t say it out loud, not in the ways I want to. Let’s ski again,
let’s swim, let’s talk about passion. Let’s be still in our own house, you reading in
your wicker chair and me on the sofa, creating our own silence instead of allowing

one to come to us.”
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19
Geneva IV

The letters from the United States intrigued him. It appeared that Americans had a
different way of writing addresses. The lines were staggered ever so slightly
across, as if the hands which had written them had wanted to set them evenly, the
French way, but needed always to see the first letter of the line above to make
certain they were in the correct position.

In doing so they were naturally misaligned, yet Fabrice was pleased by the
consistency of their offset placements. He liked the way those hands had always
put the final line, ‘France’, in capitals, as if to emphasise how far each envelope
had to travel. How many letters were sent overseas from the United States, he
wondered? Was there a percentage known, or was the total so small that it was
unworthy of computation?

Perhaps those capital letters were a reflection of the difference, a statement to
be noticed. And every envelope was written in blue ink, with a return address in
the top left corner, uniform and regulated. They were accurate and efficient, like
their stamps. He had a compulsion to ignore their broken seals and tear them open
to see whether the details of lives inside were equally well arranged, or whether
the letters’ contents hid randomly behind the show of order. But the New Zealand
conversations still clung to him, the relentless distance of the missing voices. He
settled for lining up the envelopes in chronological rows to watch their
handwriting change over time.

There is a queue at the ticket office, six people in three pairs. It is enough to
keep Alain from the glass. Between serving customers Lucy sees his hands. He is

stroking the inside of his index finger with his thumbnail, gently running it up and
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down the skin of the joints like he strokes her arms. In the seconds it takes for one
couple to take their tickets, move away and be replaced by the next she can see the
tendons pull and release. The motions make her recognise his intent, although she
doesn’t realise it. When the last of the couples leave she has already formed a
response, made unknowingly from the memory of his touch on her forearms.
Languages compile themselves and die away, as instantly and automatically as
waves on the lake or in the air.

He smiles at her, his lips, teeth and eyes combining to transmit another
message. His hands are in the pockets of his coat, she notices.

The couples are inside. Philippe will project the programme, inserting the right
advertisements and trailers. The film is old and French, imposed upon the cinema
in exchange for the more recent successes. He will not be surprised at the
smallness of the takings or the speed with which Fabrice returns from the
auditorium doors, says a silent hello to Alain and leans to tap on the glass of the
ticket office.

“Is that it?”

“Did you think there would be more?” Lucy replies.

“No, I suppose not.” He is in front of the window, blocking Lucy’s view.
“What do you want to do now? It’s two hours long so we’ve got plenty of time to
get everything done.”

She looks back at his wide, clear eyes, so much clearer even in the few days
since he finished. “We could go outside for a while, if you want, and do this

later?” As she makes her suggestion she raises her eyebrows and twitches her

head to signify Alain.



“You want a cigarette. That’s what you’re saying, isn’t it?” He smiles happily,
free of the trees. “But the sky has a wonderful smell tonight. It’s almost vanilla,
but there’s honey or yeast in it as well, something sweet and colourful.”

Most of the letters from North Carolina were in envelopes the colour of fresh
yeast, he remembers. Reading them must have placed the reference in his
vocabulary. He had watched the regular lines on them begin to slope downwards
with age. He pictured the hand growing weaker, saw how the letter n in Amantine
and Evian slowly collapsed into being only a squashed, bumpy line. North
Carolina in the top left corner became NC. He guessed it was a female hand. He
couldn’t be sure, not without opening one of the letters, as the return address gave
only initials, but when he imagined the fading hand it always seemed female.

It was the same with so many of Maman Sulpice’s correspondents. They grew
old with her and they died. The last letter from Missouri was in an expensive,
white envelope and her address had been typed. He had to study the postmark and
printed header to work out what it was. The span of months between it and the
previous, final handwritten one, all scrawl and cipher, decided the matter. He was
glad he hadn’t read any of them.

The far roar and descending lights of a plane are passing Evian on their way to
Geneva. “Tt’s the wind,” Alain says to Lucie as the tail light moves away. “It’s
coming along the water from the city.”

Lucie looks up at the plane, then at Alain. “I can’t feel any wind.”

“We’'re sheltered here. But there must be some, or they wouldn’t use that
runway and approach.” She keeps looking at him for an explanation. He knows
his eyes are blacker outside, less easy to avoid. He stares straight out, waiting for
her to finish smoking, waiting for a moment he is not sure will arrive, but he

senses her question and shrugs. “You Jearn about wind and flight paths very
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quickly when you work in the centre of Geneva. Some days it's loud, some days
it’s not.”

“Which is better?” she asks, jokingly.

“That depends on what we’re doing. If we’re supposed to be having design
conferences then it needs to be quiet or we have to go somewhere else. If we’re
working on, for example, crisp packets or biscuit wrappings, then noise is fine.
Sometimes it’s helpful.” He is about to say more, to clarify, when he hears her
laughing as quietly as she can.

“Alain,” she says. Cigarette smoke hangs near her like a nimbus.

He turns his head to her, sees the side of her nose dancing as she quells her
laughs. “My job is important, you know.”

“No it’s not.”

He thinks. “No, you’re right. It’s not. It’s trivial, and probably meaningless.
But I'm good at it and it pays well. I was called into a meeting today and told so.”

“I’'m sorry. You are, and it does.” She takes hold of his hand in contrition, his
draughtsman’s hand, the one which can crush, flex and stroke. If she holds it in
her own it will be unable to contain her.

The last of the plane disappears from the reach of their hearing. Spare clouds
are whispering in front of the stars and the night is as cold as it is going to be.
Perhaps by the morning those clouds will merge and drop, making a sheen of mist

over the water. She wraps her fingers around his and watches the surface of the

lake move in soft flows.
“When we are at the airport, what do you do?”

The carvings in Manes’s apartment line the feet of the walls like icons. Small,

irregular rectangles of rosewood and teak have crawled to the short hallway.
Stories look out at other stories opposite them.
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European envelopes were easy to translate. Their stamps and postmarks gave
them away before he could contemplate the words themselves, the curls and flicks
of another language, the peculiar spacing of letters from the Czech Republic or the
diffident glide of Sorrento. He tried for a while to understand the inflections of the
return address in Finland but all he could manage to specify with accuracy was
98100 Kemijirvi. The precise street name and number kept itself hidden, as did
the reason for Maman Sulpice’s address to be in the simplest, separated
characters.

Days after the trees of Manitoba had left him he cleared the last shelf of letters,
not seeing them as he packed them into boxes and came accidentally to Canada. In
the filling world of his apartment he saw Québec written across the rear, triangular
flap of a milk envelope, raw and untreated. It was inscribed in a formal,
accustomed hand, black ink, the kind of handwriting which proclaims it has no
need for deception or misinformation. A man’s handwriting, certainly, although
even as he thought it Fabrice knew he would never check to see if he was right.

Who did Maman Sulpice write to in Canada? She had not mentioned anyone,
not even in those long, desperate times at her bedside when they had both
struggled for words other than her health. Those moments were ideal. It would
have been a unifying impulse, a chance at least for them to share an identity, a
private notion. But he didn’t form a connection, not then with Maman Sulpice, not
in his apartment with the presumed man who called her Amantine, and not with
his own, unspoken version of Canada.

Instead he concentrated on the official marks on the envelopes, watched with
fascination as they migrated over time from English to bilingual to French. It was

more than the removal of language. The stamps changed too, became more proud
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and visible, almost louder. And the handwriting, the sudden inclusion of accents,
loops and swirls appearing on numbers.

Somewhere awareness was exerted, styles and spellings examined, clarified,
legitimised. Fabrice looked carefully at each envelope, at its mix of old design and
new speech. Slowly he felt the thickness of the letters change, not in a way which
implied that less or more was being written but rather that the paper itself had
altered. Did the change of paper come with a different voice? And the words
inside, surely crafted as carefully as those on the outside, ergonomic and
particular, were they saying the same things? Would characters look odd and out
of place? Perhaps that was why Maman Sulpice had not mentioned him. The
explanation would have been too hard for her to convey. Her eyes could only see
light, or sometimes the thinner pink of her eyelids when sleep would not come.

Why had she chosen to give her letters to him? The question still persisted,
stronger since Fabrice had cleared the last shelf. He had heard her words read out,
those special phrases of bequest so closely inspected and reworked after her
husband died, a reason as lost as the origin of her blue dress. The books could go
to Lucien, all except the George Sand, but he would take care of her letters. They
would be his, be her. He didn’t know why.

Manjusha is packing their possessions into large, strong boxes. There will not
be many when she is finished. The furniture came with the apartment, the
crockery and cooking utensils will stay, as will those bedclothes and curtains she
cannot give to her friends. Most of the children’s clothes will be wanted by others,
especially Akash’s, although the girls are older, will insist on keeping some of
theitrs, she’s sure.

She doesn’t yet know what she will do with the pages of carvings. They may

be beautiful and intimate signs of Manes, but they are only practice and play. She
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will gauge the cost, ask him when he gets home. It is late, too late still to be
packing in the sharp light. She is tired and should go to bed. There is so much to
do in the morning.

A swathe of men and women, mostly men, are colonising the airport. They
wear the names of their employers on their backs of their fluorescent yellow
jackets like divisions. Manes has been assigned to a cleaning trolley, as usual.
Others have their obliged habits of floor cleaners or collection cages, and they
dissipate through the concourses and waiting areas, slow polishing, spraying,
wiping, scrubbing, emptying. He has told only his supervisor and the few faces he
will pass regularly through the night that it is his last shift. They were not
surprised. They come and go.

Clean and move. The terminal processes its last passengers of the day. Kiosks
and shops close. Customs officials lock doors. Within two hours the building
shines to stillness. A few seats are claimed, figures stretched across their curving
edges, heads resting on a coat or a jumper pulled from a suitcase. Clean and move.
The stillness is unbroken by the movement of those in yellow jackets.

At the café Manes looks quickly for Lucy, knowing she will not be there. Two
newspapers have been left folded on one of the tables and he wonders if she was
reading them before he started work. The seats are tea green, he notices, as green
as the steppes of Darjeeling. His father is dead.

If he saw Lucy would he speak to her? He is impulsive, he knows that,
impulsive enough to marry Manjusha and move to Switzerland. What would he
say? And now, returning to India to take up his father’s work. He has earned the
money he needs, has saved and spent aware that his father would die. There are
three people in the café, sharing time to waste at a table. Manes glances at them as

he passes by but Lucy is not there.
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He cleans, he moves. As the floors are washed and the concourse cleared of
bags of rubbish from the check-in desks the building becomes brighter. New
angles of light appear, reflections and impressions cast in the empty terminal like
remembered ambitions. He nods to acquaintances as they cross, regardless of
whose branding they wear, carries out his tasks with the same pragmatic
enthusiasm he has always known. It is not until he returns his trolley and jacket
that he thinks of the ending, the future.

At the automatic glass doors he sees cabin crew and desk staff arrive, a new,
enlarged shift of security guards, one by one. Workers for the shops and
restaurants unzip coats as they approach the day. A dark blue and grey morning
hesitates outside, lazy and unwilling. Above the doors a line of lights illuminates
the paved entrance, hard lights on the canopy as if to prove a welcome. Manes
sees their shine in the face of a woman he recognises, the assistant manager of a
sandwich bar. Many times she has given him pastries as the store closes rather
than throw them away.

“Hello,” she says, “done for the night?”

“Yes.” Her teeth look bright. The halogen glow is cruel, brutal almost. The
image brings the easier colours of north east India to him, the high towns where
every shade is made smoother and more gentle. His Switzerland has been
understood by those other colours, the sharp snares which echo the city and urge
the sky to delay its arrival. He will take his father’s work with care, carve intricate
patterns into teak and form them into tea caddies for the plantation tourists. But
those pictures will be myths and tales, histories, not the images of Mont Blanc and
Geneva he has created in his apartment. He has seen the lines beginning to form

behind him, waiting for flights. His father’s customers may come from those

queues.
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“Goodbye,” he says, and smiles in return. Her pace slows as if she wants to
talk, a reason to stay in the clearer air a little while longer, but he nods to confirm
his goodbye and walks on. If she was Lucy, and he spoke to her, what would he
say?

“What do you mean?”

“While I'm at the café, reading a newspaper, where do you go?”

Alain feels her fingers in his. She is holding them more tightly than usual.
“Nowhere.” He thinks of the white shutters on the shops, their steel perforations
allowing him images of what they protect. The water is dark and invasive, its wide
depths looming out for as far as he can see.

“I walk around. It’s a different place when it’s empty. It’s like its purpose has
been stolen, or else the construction has just been finished and it’s waiting for its
grand opening.” He pauses, feels the breeze from a late-returning bird move
through his vision. “I don’t think I like it, but I know you do. If you want to go
there tonight, after work, then I’d like to come with you.”

Lucie releases herself from his hand and turns to him, away from the lights of
Lausanne. “You keep asking me why I never tell you I love you,” she says to the
full, cruel brown of his eyes. “That’s why. Because you say things like that.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I know.”

They spin to quiet, her quiet, their eyes looking at each other’s for some source
of recognition. If you saw them standing at the shore you would think they were
lovers, two people so close together and staring without the need to move or look
away, like lovers do. You might wonder if a great event was about to be played
out, one of those sequences of moments or minutes which you will remember,

although the details will change each time you think of it until what you think of
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as a memory will only be a representation, an imperfect expression. And you have
been thinking so carefully about those lovers’ moments or minutes that you have
not heard Alain ask her to have dinner with him. You have missed the frantic
seconds of language when Lucy dragged her teeth at the scar on her bottom lip to
feel the numbness.

“Please,” Alain says, watching her mouth distort with the unnoticed action.
“There’s something I want to ask you, to talk to you about, and I don’t want to do
it here, by the water.”

At the corner of the cinema behind them Fabrice has not seen their eyes break
contact either. He is looking past them and around them, seeing only that he has
spent two tranquil afternoons reading envelopes from Québec, trying to learn their
language. He has fallen to lightness, an ease you could only see in the loose smile
he carries like a memento. In the brighter reflections of the canopy he has realised

that in spite of those Canadian hours he has not thought of Toronto.
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Not one thought, not even when he first saw the nationality of a stamp or the word
Canada spelt out in a return address. Fabrice’s looseness sees the lake as the calm,
clear space between three trees, lost in woodland, clearer. Lucy’s water is
breathing, waiting in soft flows. To Alain the dark, embedded surface is an
obstacle to avoid. Fabrice’s lake, from the corner of the cinema, is a loosened
clearing. Water and language, images and response.

Cristina has taken off her boots and socks, stretches her legs out on the sofa
and rubs her feet against the cool stone fabric. She can hear the sounds of Jean and
Richard performing for each other, one booming and squeaking the voices of a
story, the other giggling, shouting out recognised choruses.

Richard splashed more in the bath. Bubbles and plastic animals were thrown
or dropped onto the floor. They are not restored yet, Luc and Cristina, but Richard
is happy and Jean-Luc is home. For the moment that i1s enough for her. Perhaps
Jean will come downstairs and kiss her like before, take hold of a tangle of hair
behind her ear and brush his lips against the corners of her mouth, eyes closed,
their faces almost not touching. She wants to anticipate, to hear him close to her.

Not that they have forgotten their passion, no. Don’t think that they have
slumped into marriage as comfort. But she is Italian, prone to passivity. Cavaglia
is a memory of seduction, slow, hesitant measures. Heartbeats are counted and
heard. She is suffused not with the urge to initiate but only to protect or preserve.
And Luc, he has learned somehow to reply.

The echo of sleep, or its approach, begins to sweep down the stairs. Christina

decides she should move. She must listen to him, sense if she is able to how he

201



will be in the evening when they are alone, if not follow his direction then surely
allow him to suggest. In the café Astrid wiped the streams of spilled chocolate and
took away their used cups. The radio rumbled its remains. Cristina was calmer
then, while the wondrous duties of motherhood took her and Luc back to her car
and the drive to collect Richard, reflecting on the altered quiet in the road noise of
open windows. She will go to her office, stall the time with impatient emails about
the font, more in demand since its displays on the search engine. Luc will find her
when he chooses, as he will.

When Alain’s tyre touched the edge of the pavement it was raining, he
remembers, or beginning to rain, or about to. L’Homme Rouille was moving his
magazines from their racks. There were apples in the footwell of his car, lemons
perhaps. No, apples, certainly. He saw the red skin of one as it rolled around. And
he had stopped to buy bottles of water for Marie, not knowing.

But the road was wet, he is sure of that. The wheels slipped across the tarmac
and led him into the silver Citro€n, its driver’s eyes closing for the collision. She
was dark in the failing light, and blameless. He said so to the police. It was his
fault.

There was glass on the road, slices of broken angles from where his bumper
had connected with her headlight. The glass glistened in the street lights and
L’Homme Rouille’s papers were getting wet, so it must have been raining. But
there were pedestrians gathered round without umbrellas.

He can recall being surprised at how far back the Citroén had travelled,
although he was so focussed on the crash and recoil that he wouldn’t be able to
tell you exactly what happened. Apples, an apple, rustled the plastic bag and hit
Marie’s water, he thinks. That was the sound sequence. Impact after impact.

Contact, glass, bag, bottle. Or were the bottles on the back seat? Contact, glass.
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bag, apple? The steering wheel whirled in his hands, instantly tensed. The muscles
in his wrists and forearms were sore. If Marie had not left her note, if the
following day had been the same as the day before, he would not have been able
to draw at work.

His draughtsman’s arms, his agile shoulders. Marie loved his shoulders, had
told him so many times. Lucy thinks his hands could crush. The Citroén slid
backwards and around to the opposite side of the road. Alain saw the driver’s
face, her dark helplessness. He didn’t know that her silver bumper had reached out
across the pavement to Maman Sulpice, touching her thigh just gently enough to
make her fall.

While the police were there L’Homme Rouille closed his kiosk for the night.
Alain watched him walk away, perhaps to a bar to warm himself, perhaps home.
‘I’ve failed your inspection, love, Marie.’ His wrists ached. He had stopped to buy
her water.

Cristina hears Luc’s soft nearing, his shoeless footfall on the landing and the
lower stairs. She is typing slowly, pressing each key silently, listening for him,
awaiting him. In the kitchen she thinks she hears him stop by the table, imagines
him tracing his fingers on the indentations Richard made by banging a cup when
he was younger. The wood wears his growth like a landscape, filling its purpose.
A family table, for sharing and remembering.

His hands are on her shoulders before she senses he has moved. He leans
around her, reading out the few lines she has managed to type. “We are happy to
consider your request, if you would provide us with more details,” he says.
“Anything interesting?”’

“A company in Ohio who make gardening equipment. Mowers, chainsaws and

hedge cutters, as far as I can tell. They haven’t said much so far.”
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“Do we want his font on the boxes for chainsaws?”

“Idon’t know. And I’'m not sure that’s what they want it for.”

“What are they offering? We don’t really need the money, or Richard
doesn’t.”

“Not at the moment. But maybe we should get what we can for him, while the
lettering is still so popular.”

“Yes, perhaps.” Luc reads the rest of the words on screen, her partial reply. “I
like what you’ve written. Is that what you always say?”

“Not always.” She can feel his fingerprints on her, the pressure of his thumbs
through her shirt as he leans forwards. She wants to reach her hand up and put it
on top of his but the motion is his to make, not hers.

He stands up, releasing his fingers. “We should get somebody else to do this,
to answer all these casual enquiries.”

“I like it,” Cristina replies. “It makes me part of it.” He had made the same
suggestion before they left. Invisibly she wonders if he is making it again for
different reasons, ones which are less concerned with practicality. She misses his
touch on her shoulders. Or he might simply have forgotten that he suggested it
once before. “Papa and Richard,” she adds, as if to explain her connection, and
begins to type again, quicker, louder.

“Would you like a drink?” Jean asks. He moves away towards the table and
the kitchen beyond it, sensing her need to finish her reply. “Coffee, wine?”

“No thanks.” She types. “T’ll just do this,” she says. And then? What happens
once the email has gone and they are alone together? She is nervous in his
company. Will they talk again?

“Would you like me to light the fire?”” Luc asks.

“It’s not cold.”
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“I know. But would you like me to anyway?” He has to speak, she has to
listen. The fire will be her contrition and his.

A waitress at the middle restaurant led Alain to a private table, away from the
four other tables already occupied. She was wearing a white shirt and a black
skirt. Her dark, helpless hair made her face look rounder than it was. As he waited
for Lucie the speaker behind him sang three Brel songs in a row. He knew the first
to be ‘La valse a mille temps’. The second and third he recognised only by the
savage sound of the voice. He was close to agony or concern. Lucie was late.

He had given her the name of the restaurant, not its precise location. When she
read the title on its canopy she had already walked past it twice, knowing it by
another, local name. And it was the place where Jacques had worked, the other
Jacques who once had put his hand on her back, outside the cinema. She thought
of his attempts at conversation, saw Alain sat alone at a secluded table.

“I'm late.”

“It’s all right,” Alain lied. “But you’ve just missed three Brel songs.”

“That’s good.”

“Good that you’ve missed them?”

“No, that they are playing them. It’s his birthday today.” She thought of her
Jacques, the violence of his teeth, his sweat and saliva, a force, the effort of belief.
Her eyebrows and cheeks shaped the language of a loose smile, hidden in
attention to the menu placed before her. His passion.

“I’ve been offered a job in Utrecht.”

There are salves available, of course, body lotions devised in Genevese
laboratories, combinations of lanolin and glycerine. They promise comfort in
essential oils or entice with orchid extracts, vanilla, coconut oil. Some offer

peppermint for invigoration, a revitalising blend of almond and raspberries. You
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could buy simpler options, creams of cocoa butter and mango, tea-tree balms,
liniments, essences. Jean-Luc chooses olive oil and tenderness. Sometimes he
adds a few crushed leaves of rosemary, for the rich, soothing smell as much as for
the sensation on her skin.

She is lying on the sofa again, feeling the loved coolness of the cotton on her
feet. Luc waits for her to wriggle into the perfect place then lifts her legs and sits
down. His hands are already softened with oil as she rests her feet back on his lap.
Silence drifts lightly around them both like a secret.

Her hair is loose. She puts her arm over her face, the back of her wrist pressing
into her closed eyes to block out everything but her breathing and his touch, slow
and secure. Her legs are too thin. The balls and arches of her soles are sensitive.
She is aware that she will flinch if his fingertips catch them too gently. Oil slips
around her ankles, the bottom of her calves. He draws his fingers around them,
sweeps the trails up to her shins and then down to her feet, makes rhythmical lines
and circles as if inscribing her skin. His thumbs smooth minutes into her toes, her
heels.

Her eyelids flicker under her wrist like the memory of sleep. In the weak
darkness she can still see the hour at the café, is recalling her own voice. She has
her image of herself and Luc at the table, her own love or nothing, loss. His hands
in motion brush the bottom of her jeans and make them move against her legs,
returning her to her physicality.

She can measure from the most basic sound whether someone is Flemish or
Dutch, regardless of which language they are speaking at the time. The regions of
Italy and France give themselves away in a sigh. Her eyes open, see shades of

colour permeating the edges of her arm. Luc is stroking along her instep to the
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points of her ankles, left foot, right foot, left foot, never letting his skin lose
contact with hers.

“It feels like you mean it,” Cristina says. She lifts her arm to look at him,
watches him concentrate on the flow of oil and her words.

For five days Fabrice has thought about not thinking about Toronto. He has
arranged Maman Sulpice’s letters into half-conversations the way she had, groups
of envelopes locked together by their date and origin. But he has less than half-
conversations. He has only the packaging, and that is hidden on his shelves. They
are myths, nothing more, stories he knows of but has never heard. The lines of
off-white filaments curl at the limits of his vision like the silent gills of Manitoba
fungi.

He didn’t think of Toronto and he has no one to tell, as he told nobody about
it. Perhaps Lucien, when he meets him for dinner. He would at least be excited.
And there is a balance, the unobserved and unspoken absence of what might once
have been love, or named as such. For five days he has realised. His smile

remains.

In the mornings Richard wakes first. The patter of his feet as he runs to the
bathroom doesn’t wake Cristina. She is tuned to his movements, knows that while
she sleeps he will return to his room and play until she goes to him. She doesn’t
know that first he pushes their door open and looks in, see their limbs and hair
lying in loose curls, like lovers, and we’ll sleep safely here.

Lucy arrives at work early, before the evening has fully drifted to darkness.
There is a new film and a change of posters, drinks and snack machines to fill,
deliveries of stock. Each week the cinema has to remember itself. As she knocks
on the glass and waits for Philippe to hear her she can see the shades of the carpet,

changed in the last of the natural light. The lines of walking are lighter, worn
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clean, hold pinks and reds like fresh flowers. Beside those lines are other reds,
almost burgundy or brown, fading as the day fades. Soon Philippe will turn on the
foyer lights and those above the doors, and all the tones and softness will be lost
to the carpet’s rough fibres.

“Is he in?” Fabrice asks when he is three steps away, not wanting to surprise
her.

She turns. “I think so.” Away from the steel and glass it is almost dark.

He sniffs twice, lifting his head as if searching for a source. “We can stay out
here, I don’t mind waiting.” He sniffs again, looks to her for confirmation. “What
is that? Violets? Honey?”

Lucy looks up and around, following his example. “I can’t smell it.”

“Perhaps it’s simply the mountains, or the lake,” he says, an untethered smile
just visible in the grey blue air. “I love Evian, its colours and scents. It’s home.”

“You’re very cheerful.”

“Am I? Sorry.”

“No, I didn’t mean it like that,” Lucy says, then sees him twitch his eyebrows
to tell her he understood. “Is it because you’ve finished?”

“No. Yes. Partly.” He stumbles to find a way to say that he can’t say, and fails.
“I don’t know.” There are still no lights on in the foyer or above the doors but he
is happy outside, with the welcoming April night and the nearby sounds of the
water. “And you? What did you do while we were closed?”

She hesitates, unsure how to answer, pulls at the hair behind her ear to hear the
vibrations of her fingers along the filaments. “Alain’s gone.”

“Gone?”

“He was offered a promotion, but it meant moving to the Netherlands. He left

on Tuesday.”
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“Lucy, that’s so sudden. And sad.”

“He asked me to go with him, at dinner on Sunday.”

“And are you going to?”

She laughs, half-deliberately. “No.”

“You said that very quickly.”

“Because I could,” she replies, imagining a conversation which was forgiving
and pale, perhaps black and white. In the obvious quiet she doesn’t prevent the
rumour of a smile from appearing as she recalls their meal, Alain’s brevity,
decisions they had long since made but never spoken out loud.

“I don’t know anything about the Netherlands,” Fabrice says. The cinema
lights are still not on. The glass reflects their images back to them. “No, that’s not
true,” he says, following his thoughts as they swim across to her. He looks at her
face for signs of regret, sees the scar on her bottom lip.

The air smells to him of violets or honey, not envelopes. “In the port of
Amsterdam there are sailors who sing, of the dreams which haunt them from the
shores of Amsterdam,” he says, almost singing, letting the words roll to their own
rhythm, like water. “That’s what I know of the Netherlands. It’s an old song.
Brel.”

“Yes.”

Maman Sulpice was buried in a cobalt blue dress with overlays of broderie

anglaise around the neck and repaired stitching at the hem. It didn’t matter that no

one knew why.
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Introduction

The past is imperfect. Its sentences, shapes, tenses and accents become somehow
less than they were, “until what you think of as a memory will only be a
representation, an imperfect expression”.' As Bakhtin says,
there are no ‘neutral’ words and forms - words and forms that can
belong to ‘no one’; language has been completely taken over, shot
through with intentions and accents [...] Each word tastes of the
context and contexts in which 1t has lived its socially charged life; all
words and forms are populated by intentions [...] The word in
language 1s half someone else’s. It becomes ‘one’s own’ only when
the speaker populates it with his own intentions [...] Language is not a
neutral medium that passes freely and easily into the private property
of the speaker’s intentions; it is populated - overpopulated - with the
intentions of others (Bakhtin, 1981, pp.293-294).
Yet what about those intentions, the motivation behind the speaker’s attempts at
communication? If language is so “overpopulated with the intentions of others” is
it possible to communicate except by mediation and interpretive translation? And
if so, would those same words then not also become the property of their
recipient, their meanings subverted and reconstituted diachronically in the action
of their transmission, leading to a present that is as imperfect as the past?

The novel, The Words We Use are Black and White, and the words which
follow it here, constitute an investigation into the processes of human (textual)
interpersonal discourse, into the rifts between communication and effective
understanding: for human discourse “always wants to be heard...always is in
search of responsive understanding...For discourse (and, therefore for man)
nothing is more frightening than the absence of answer” (Bakhtin, 1974; cited in
Todorov, 1984, p.111). This artefact is thus a study of the processes which

affect(ed) the composition of The Words We Use are Black and White, both

before its conscious inception and after, and an active, interrelated and intertextual

" The Words We Use are Black and White, Chap. 19



examination of the role of the reader within the writer — for how are we to relate
reader theory and Bakhtinian dialogics to the reception of a text without
considering the reception given by its first reader, during the action of its
composition?
In his essay “Discourse typology in prose” Bakhtin claims that

[IIn every style, properly speaking, there is an element of internal

polemic, the difference being only in its degree and character. Any

literary discourse more or less keenly senses its listener, reader or

critic, and reflects anticipated objections, evaluations, points of view

(Bakhtin, 1971, p.189).
This may appear obvious, especially in a poststructuralist context: yet when the
originator of that discourse is also the listener, reader and/or critic, how can the
anticipation which Bakhtin speaks of happen? If it were to be that every phrase or
clause was reconsidered in the act of its inception, textually speaking, then
nothing would ever be written down — it is possible to claim that under these
circumstances of objection and evaluation no author could ever agree with
him/herself, that authorial textual revisions would be instantaneous and endless.

To clarify, or perhaps to simplify: the words before and after this

introduction do not concern themselves with the potential schism between the
writer and reader in the same person, between the duality of functions generally
referred to as composition and editing, but are an examination of the (dialogic)
interplay between those two functions in the course of the same action(s). As
writers we read and as readers we write, as part of the creative process. The
separation of texts which make up this research, the ‘creative’ section(s) and the
‘critical’ sections, should not be regarded as a separation of either ideas or

functions. They have been consciously placed so as to encourage the reader to

read the novel first, and positioning this introduction after the novel (and



deliberately in a separate volume) is designed to encourage the reader to view the
novel as the principal creative act, the text to which all others refer.

For the focus remains firmly on process, on what happens when we write:
there is no introduction to the novel, hopefully to avoid clouding the reader’s
perception of it with thematic or stylistic concerns (although given the
circumstances of its reading this is to a certain extent inevitable). Similarly, it is
vital to point out that the choice was made in advance not to cloud the writer’s
view of the novel (as far as possible) by engaging in ‘critical’ reading before The
Words We Use are Black and White was written. The sections which follow here,
Like Lovers Do and Where Do I Begin? are not related to a post-text reflective
analysis of the novel, but are a post- and intra-text view of the processes of
composition, undertaken with regard to itself and its own actions: their primary
concern is not with applying others’ theories to this particular creative act, but
rather with examining the processes of creativity as present in one (or more)
works of one individual author.

In terms of methodology the research carried out was in the form of
creative practice, and the words which follow here, which could be considered as
a more overtly critical examination of that practice, are still part of the creative
process — thus, it is both impossible and impractical to define one action or series
of actions as ‘creative’ and another as ‘critical’: if any part of this work were to be
classified exclusively as ‘critical’ it would be only this introduction, written in
preface to an already-finished creative action (yet even this is problematic — this

introduction is as much a part of the intratextual creative process as any other, as

will be examined later).



In relation to the process of construction, to the actions which make up creative
practice and its artefacts, Malcolm Bradbury described a novel as being “that
devised chain of events that, presented by narration, conditions the successive
choices” (Bradbury, 1977, p.9). In contrast (and in response) David Lodge said
that

it will be found that in many, if not most cases, major decisions

regarding the pattern of events, the behavior of characters and so on,

are made or significantly revised at an advanced stage of composition

- at the point, very often, when the ongoing process of composition

compels a decision upon the writer (Lodge, 1977, p.13).
Whilst it is noticeable that both these esteemed theorists and writers choose to
emphasise the conditions in which creative choices are made, arguing only as to
whether those choices are “devised” and conditioned or made “at the point of
composition”, each fails sufficiently to examine the workings of process, to
highlight that the decisions made in the actions of writing are a part of that same
creation.

Yet they both agree that the writing of a novel involves shaping readers’
understandings: “I am in complete agreement with Bradbury in seeing the art of
the novelist as ‘persuasion’” (Lodge, 1977, p.15). Certainly there are elements of
persuasion, of authorial intentions and the transmission of thoughts and ideas, but
the signs and semes used are dependent on the reception they receive. Once
Bakhtinian notions of the dialogic interplay of voices in (and outside) a text are
applied to structuralist interpretations of language, the division between langue
and parole begins to fade:

For Bakhtin, Saussure’s opposition between the abstract or systematic
langue and the concrete individualistic parole belies an understanding
of language as a living, diversified construct between living,

diversified speakers; language as utterance in a social, and historical,
context (Wales, 1989, p.178, emphasis in the original).



In this context there is no difference between langue and parole, precisely because
language is not fixed. It is created (in terms of representation and meaning) both
in its utterance and reception, and once uttered and received it then dies away to
be re-created or re-appropriated later, as discussed by Barry Rutland:

utterances are meaningful only in relation to other utterances,

discourses to discourses, genres to genres, languages (as

heteroglossia) to other languages, without center in a positive term

[...] meaning is [...] the effect of the relationship among utterances in

a temporal chain of responsiveness or answerability [...] Truth (as

value) is not anterior to discourse but is continuously constructed,

deconstructed and reconstructed in discursive interchange [...] if

Bakhtinism is consonant with poststructuralism, it is at the same time

fundamentally different in that it posits implicitly a unity of process

and a continuity of effects (Rutland, 1990, pp.128-129, emphasis in the

original).
This is not to suggest that the democracy of heteroglossia cannot co-exist with
persuasion; alongside the entertainment acts of storytelling (for pleasure and/or
profit) writers aim to educate and inform, to demonstrate moral and/or ethical
imperatives to their readers (and culture), through illustration. Thus, when Bakhtin
speaks of wanting to re-examine formalist or structuralist approaches to literature
so that a text is not regarded “as if it were a hermetic and self-sufficient whole,
whose elements constitute a closed system presuming nothing beyond themselves,
no other utterances” (Bakhtin, 1981, p.273), he is inviting readers to welcome the
socio-cultural voices and influences outside of the text into their interpretation(s).

For the reader in the writer, acting in Rutland’s “unity of process”, this is

especially relevant: where are those voices and influences, and to whom or what
do they belong? And how does the writer accept the dialogic understandings of
his/her own actions in the very process of which they form a part? According to

Bakhtin, every act is then both “anonymous and social as language” and

“simultaneously concrete, filled with specific content and accented as an
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individual utterance”. It is, by the actions of composition and reading,
“contradiction-ridden” and “tension-filled” (Bakhtin, 1981, p.272).

Writers work, however, with the limits of written language. By translating
their creative intentions into the mediated forms and structures of text they are (at
best) transmitting only an interpretation of thought. Roger Fowler describes this
aspect thus:

prose fiction is a representational art: it conveys the illusion of a

represented ‘reality’ [...] Even though we may empathize with the

fates and fortunes of the people of fiction, they are not ‘real’ [...] The

content can only be experienced as represented content, and [...]

representation is a strongly conventionalized process upon which the

medium (and in general, the way our society makes use of signs)

exerts some restricting influences. First, there are limitations on the

content that can be represented: it is made out of a conventional stock

of processes, roles and semantic features, or ‘semes’ [...] These

semantic features are incorporated in the abstract, latent, structure of

the language as a whole. Second, the world of fiction is necessarily

‘retrieved’ or ‘decoded’ through the medium of a particular linguistic

expression, a surface structure derived transformationally from the

abstract semantic potentialities just mentioned. Representation is thus

an expressive process (Fowler, 1977, pp. 71-72, emphasis in the

original).
Regardless of the play of voices interacting in the creative expression, and in its
construction, writers play with the semantics of their chosen medium to transmit
meaning in the manner they choose. Yet, as the work of reception theorists such
as Jauss and Iser has shown, in many ways the reception of a text is beyond the
control of its author, even though its construction is usually designed to transmit
precisely the understandings the author desires as effectively as possible. As
David Lodge says, “[n]o other literary form [than the novel] immerses us so

completely in the life it presents; no other form takes such pains to disguise the

fact that it is an artefact” (Lodge 1977, p.20).
For the obdurate, for those who revel in this play of voices, or for those

wishing to experiment with or challenge the more uniform means of creative



expression, there is a strong temptation to do the opposite to that which Lodge
describes: as he and others have shown, the realms of metafiction allow authors
deliberately to fail to disguise the artifice of textual construction. Since one of the
aims of The Words We Use are Black and White, together with the sections which
follow, is to explore the (in)effectiveness of human communication, the texts
exploit the tools and processes of literary inscription to highlight those tools and
Processes.

Thus, and with reference to Bakhtinian dialogic, along with the voices of
various characters and that of the implied narrator, the ‘author’s’ voice is also
conspicuously present: the use of second-person narrative, addressing the reader
directly, and the continuing use of free indirect discourse in the form of
internalised character narration, both emphasise the artifice not only of fiction and
the novel but also of language itself, as an interpretive and transformative
medium. The ‘author’s’ voice joins openly with the polyphony of intra- and extra-
textual voices to remind the reader that he/she is reading, to call attention through
‘authorial’ interjection to the artefactual nature of a text.

When one considers how the author is also the first reader of any text, this
self-reflexive, almost self-denying mode of writing potentially leads to the
conclusion that the author’s response as reader will be different from that of the
reader’s response as author; it is precisely this awareness of the circling and ever-
mutating dialogue which forms the heart of this work: a conscious awareness of
Bakhtin, Voloshinov, Medvedev et al, and their principles of discourse analysis,
could distort an author’s intended expressions merely by the responses gained by
the reader/writer. But the writer/reader here sees this circle of mutating

understandings as an integral part of the process of creativity, and welcomes them

even as he examines them:



To some extent, primacy belongs to the response, as the activating
principle: it creates the ground for understanding, it prepares the
ground for an active and engaged understanding. Understanding
comes to fruition only in the response. Understanding and response
are dialectically merged and mutually condition each other: one is
impossible without the other (Bakhtin, 1981, p.282).

Presented here, then, is an investigation into the processes of creation as part of a
wider exposition into the impossibility of communication, made up of separate but
interconnected sections:

L. Primary text — the origin of the project.

2. The Words We Use are Black and White.

3. A personal, theoretical study of the creative process, focussing on the
interaction between the writer/reader and reader/writer, specifically
the fluidity of process caused by that interaction, using (amongst
others) The Words We Use are Black and White as a case study.

4. A more formal, post-text investigation into how my model relates to
those of others, involving a study of some of the contemporary
theories of creative practice.

5. Complimentary texts, images, appendices.

Of the above, there are three main modes of examination. The first is the novel,
The Words We Use are Black and White. The second, Like Lovers Do, is a series
of chapters which progressively analyse the creative process and the production of
texts, the first draft of which was composed without recourse to texts other than
the novel to which it directly relates, so as to focus on an investigation of the
processes of this textual production without others’ theoretical prompting or

direction. Whilst it contains specific references to the aforementioned novel it is



also an analysis into the production of other texts, by this and other authors,
thereby forming not only a part of this text but also of those to follow. The third
section, Where Do I Begin?, echoes the second section but in a wider, contextual
manner, placing the themes and discoveries of Like Lovers Do in a less
ontological setting.

These three main sections, together with the poem Knowing the
Temperature, images, quotes, appendices and bibliography, form a united whole.
They are each creative, each critical, interacting dialogically to communicate
something of the incommunicability of communication.

Maman Sulpice was buried in a cobalt blue dress with overlays of broderie
anglaise around the neck and repaired stitching at the hem. It didn’t matter that no

one knew why.
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Knowing The Temperature

With the air-con turned off

the windows mist, start to freeze.
I can hardly see the snow now,
though it’s banked up three feet
on both sides of the road,

and the rain is tapping a melt

on the top in patterns of ice,
crystal sandcastles

as a tide cracks them through.

With the window down

I can make out the sign to Chétel,

hear the sound of liquidity in the air,

in the verges to the sides of me,

the chorus of cooling metal

a refrain from the motion,

the car the only stillness.

Small catches from the corner of my eye,
sights of the village up the hill:

Lisa in her shorts and nightshirt,
stretching her hairband as she waits,
seated in the wicker chair rotating,
tourists making their way to chalets,
some still clutching ski poles,
bursts of light as bar doors open,

a slip of four-wheel drives

after a snow plough,

its shadow bleeding darkness.

Lisa watches the breaths billow

with Kir and murderous delight,

as she dreams of Australia, Persia,
something equalling warmth,

or sees the car in the valley below,
pictures me with the air-con turned off,
knowing the temperature.



The Dogs Stay To Watch Us Cry

Thanks for your concern, Roland, but I'm Alive and Well and Living in Paris'.
Jacques and I share an apartment on rue Lepic in Montmartre, the same hill which
Louis Renault bet his friends he could drive up faster in his Voiturette Type A
than they could walk. Christmas Eve, 1898.

We’re just across from Hameau des Artistes, on the top floor of a
Nineteenth Century building which might once have seemed grand, or grander.
Yes, the address is good, makes us seem like we are someone, but really,
Montmartre is no place to live anymore. By day the streets are filled with
Americans and zealots, busily campaigning to have their picture taken with as
much of the Basilica in the frame as they can, and at night there are shoals of
promenaders, bar-hunters, come for the nightlife which isn’t here, glowing
wristbands and joints waving in the air. Each morning invisible cleaners have to
sweep up the wreckage of the supposed party, beer bottles, food wrappers, ready
for another day of pilgrims.

We don’t see them, of course. No one does. But we have an excuse, at
least. I have been up for most of the night trying to charm some sensation of life
from my desk, and Jacques, well, let’s just say he’s being Brel. When he’s not

visiting Brussels to see Miche and his daughters he roams the restaurants, seeing

' Jacques Brel Is Alive and Well and Living in Paris, E. Blau, M. Shuman, J. Brel, (Village Gate
Theatre - Off Broadway) 1966

12



who will entertain him. If you’re as famous as he is then it’s hard not to. There are
so many people who want to buy him a cognac and ask him about this song or
that, the performances at Olympia in *64 or *66, and why, Jacques, why did you
give it all up?

But you can understand. He acted, he directed. He flew his plane. He
sailed to French Polynesia. “I left the day I realised I had an ounce of talent.... I
stopped singing for honest reasons; not for reasons of exhaustion”. He sits in the
booths of bars, facing the door. Everyone says hello to him in some way, if not a
smile and a handshake then a nod, a recognition of greatness. Cigarette smoke
halos his corner. In spite of the law no one asks him to put them out. He will die
of lung cancer in 1978, someday.

And in those empty, breathless hours while Jacques is away I'll be at the
refuge of my desk, letting the ink dry and block the nib of my pen. The apartment
perhaps once had that faded splendour which Parisian rooms do so well. Now the
refuse of our lives, mine and Jacques’s, lingers at our feet. We work at being who
we are, rather than who we could be. But we’re fine. We get along. We take
coffee in the late mornings, sometimes together.

Jacques says it’s funny that the songs he once sang are more famous than
he ever was. I think he likes the notion, the way that he can continue to write
without anyone knowing who he is anymore. In the bars and restaurants people
celebrate that other Brel, the one scowling and sweating his way through histories.
He is, because he lived, he says. I answer that we all are, even Barthes, who is
more alive now than when he wrote his essay, simply because of that very work.
But more of him later, surely. For now we’ll take a slow walk to scowl and sweat

at the tourists at Sacre-Cceur. ‘There’s a song in there somewhere,” I say to him,

* Quoted in http://wsws.org/articles/2008/dec2008/brel—d15.shtm1, last accessed 28" May 2009
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but he’s stopped listening. He’s remembering the black and white footage of him
singing ‘Au printemps’, the Basilica in the background. “Vois tous ces cceurs /
Comme de gentils mégots / Qui s’enflamment en riant / Pour les filles du métro,”
he sings to himself. He’s still got that suit. Where are the people, the crowds who
lined the railings to catch a glimpse of him?

Even if they were here, they wouldn’t see him. He isn’t their Brel. He
pushes his sallow hands into his pockets and watches his feet kick out as he walks
down the steps away from the church, the same route he took singing in front of
film cameras in 1958. And I'm left to wander and wonder at how he’s been
changed by all this. Perhaps he’s still the man who wrote all those songs years
ago, tramping into a theatre at five o’clock:

That’s what I remember about Brel’s talent, the musicality of

someone who didn’t know anything about music [...] He used to

say ‘right, play me a little something cheery, or something sad

[...] and we would make something up. It was improvisation.

And he was there, listening for something. He’d say ‘okay, let’s

develop that little moment.” He already had in his head the

scenario of the song, that’s how the songs were born. He wrote

the text and we did the music.’
But the process must have changed him, surely? To repeat such a routine of
creation and find that each is received in a different way by his public: such an
immediate response, an audience mere metres away in the front row, and his work
delivered directly to them, at them. How can that not have affected him the
following day when he arrived with another story in his head? And if the
processes change him, then is the opposite not also inevitable?

I’'m watching him watching his feet. My desk on the top floor looks out

over the route Louis Renault took up rue Lepic, and this knowledge changes me. I

3 “See all those hearts / like nice cigarette butts / which light up while laughing / for the girls of the

metro.” Au printemps, J. Brel, Phillips. 1958 .
* Jean Corti (Brel’s accordion player), quoted in Brel et Mo, BBC, broadcast on BBC Radio 4,

Sept. 6™ 2008
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don’t know how or why, but I know that it does. What might eventually be
transferred onto sheets of paper contains that knowledge. More importantly, more
urgently perhaps, the fact that I am aware of this changes the action itself,
delivering a self-reflexive, looping cavalcade of actions, reactions and
counteractions which would make Jean Corti proud, his accordion billowing in the
background as Jacques moves on from ‘Au printemps’ to ‘Les filles et les chiens’,
musing wildly to himself about the fidelity of others.

And what happens if I discover that Michel Foucault once rented rooms
below ours, or that Victor Hugo used to have breakfast in the same café where
Jacques and I take ours? Should I find out? What happens if neither of those
suppositions is true? The knowledge will as certainly impact on my work as if
they had held my hand. Whether the suppositions are true or not will affect any
thought processes, however subliminally, corrupting and controlling, inspiring or
defining. But corrupting the creative act? That implies that there is some purity to
the process, that it takes place entirely of and within itself, 1s not subject to any
external or empirical stimuli, which is plainly nonsense. Jacques and I create with
the association of our influences, whether they are socio-political, linguistic,
contextual, historical or cultural.

The process is impure, it has to be. Yet it reflects as much on itself as any
other source. Even in the act of composition it is being altered, edited, revised,
rewritten, reconsidered and re-imagined. Creativity affects creativity, by its very
nature. “Mais les chiens / Ca ne dépend de rien / Et ¢a reste 1a / A nous voir

pleurer” J acques sings, and who can argue with that? The dogs stay to watch us

cry, indeed.

> from Les filles et les chiens, ]. Brel & G. Jouhannest, from the album ‘Les bonbons’, Barclay,
1966



Like Lovers Do
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1
In which The Author’ introduces himself
“Smile, she said, and if you want”?

Preface:

Rather than you, she said

I prefer solitude

Rather than company

I prefer cigarettes

(“No More Love Songs”, from Music in a Foreign Language,

Lloyd Cole, Sanctuary Records/Chrysalis Music Publishing, 2003)

“You have no passion in you, Alain. Do you know that?”
(The Words We Use are Black and White)

Two quotes to begin with, for no other reason than they are there. Or rather, they
are here, present in the workings of these thoughts and fingers. To place them here
explicitly seems logical and opportune: if not an explanation then at least a
remembrance of the workings themselves. Their intertextual, dialogic presence

reflects themselves, and they reflect back.

But we are getting ahead of ourselves, and informally so. Allow me, please: I am
The Author. I wrote, inscribed, cogitated, deliberated, caressed, infiltrated and
produced The Words We Use are Black and White. Before that I did the same to a
poem, Knowing the Temperature. In between I also manufactured two other
novels and many further poems, as well as critical essays, letters, emails, publicity
documents, notes, forms, lesson plans, shopping lists and postcards. And
conversations have taken place, whether aimless chatter or philosophical

contention. Thoughts too, wandering like waves from one piece of writing to the

next.

: Throughout these chapters the term “The Author’, using capital letters, refers solely to the author
of The Words We Use are Black and White. The capitalisation is meant only to distinguish this
specific author from the more general definition (whatever that may be) of ‘an author’. .

2 All subtitles taken from “What’s Wrong With This Picture?” (Lloyd Cole), from The Negatives
by The Negatives, the establishment/xiii music/Chrysalis Music Publishing. 2001
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The Author carries his actions and interactions with him and they are all
contributory factors to and in The Words We Use are Black and White. Their
presence is obvious. Yet this supposes that the text in question began ten years
ago with a poem, Knowing the Temperature, and that is a hard supposition to
make. It would be very easy to argue that this text and all others before and after
are products of circumstance and opportunity, that they began at the moment
when language was contemplated — or earlier still, before birth, when The Author
was first subjected to influence. Whilst such ideas will be considered at a later
point, for now The Author assumes that the prose began with the poem. It can be
traced there directly. Let us assume therefore that its gestation, germination and

‘completion’ stem from this point.

Proposition:

Yet the other texts, those in between and alongside, are they not also part of the
action of writing? The Author attempts to invoke their memories as best he can,
although he is aware of the difficulties of any memory: “the details will change
each time you think of it until what you think of as a memory will only be a
representation, an imperfect expression.”3 But it is clear that the process of
writing, for want of a better term, involves similar representations of past
experience, whether that experience is formally connected to writerly craft or
otherwise. These acts of construction and composition lead to ‘imperfect
expressions’ both of previous texts and the experience of their creation — the act of
writing is fluid, engages with itself and its past even as it takes place,

diachronically creating what Barthes termed a “tissue of quotations” (Barthes,

1977, p.146).

3 The Words We Use are Black and White, Ch. 19
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The process is in the action, not in the completion: to presuppose that The
Author is able to contemplate his texts after their completion is to imply that such
a completion takes place: if it is impossible to define precisely when a text is
begun, then it 1s equally difficult to classify a text as finished. Each text, whether a
novel, poem or shopping list, is interconnected with others. Whilst authors may,
and do, delineate a text as ‘finished’, for the sake of publication, evaluation or
merely to move on to other work, they are no more be able to state categorically
that they have finished interacting with a text than they are able to say that they
have finished breathing. At the moment of a last breath, such contemplations end.
The Author has not yet finished breathing. He communicates with his texts, and
they with him.

This is not to suggest some Zen notion of the transmutation of matter: the
processes of writing do not simply relocate previous experiences, ideas or writings
into new forms — they instead add new (or newly-found, or rediscovered)
experiences to those already gathered in order to produce new work. This key
difference, the creation of new work from the amalgam of experiences, and since
The Author is discussing human actions these experiences must also be human,
lies at the heart of the quandary: for how can The Author attempt to define the
creative process unless he is aware of all its stimuli? Anything other than
complete awareness must always lead to an incomplete definition, lacking detail.
Even if these details are trivial, or perhaps especially then, the story of the text, of
its composition and inscription, is as unfinished as The Author.

Since conscious knowledge of all of a writer’s stimuli is almost certainly
impossible, The Author could attempt to examine the process itself in order to
help him express himself. Yet here too he instantly finds problems: this very act

of writing is undergoing such a process, is being transmitted using the same acts
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of composition — the nature of (creative) writing impels him to examine what he
does as he does it: in the act of writing he is reflecting and revising, indulging not
in a post-draft editing or revisioning manner but in a practice being evaluated in
action. The event is unfinished, open rather than closed, and thus is subject to
Newtonian forces as it moves.

The logical progression to Newton’s Second Law of Thermodynamics, the
entropy of heat engines and the impossibility of maintaining creative practice, is
enticing: yet The Author resists such ideas as they discount the addition of energy,
and this surely is where the creative process best mirrors Maxwell’s Daemon. The
Author urges the text to move, imparting his thoughts and energies to the action,
and as a consequence the process takes place.

But could these thoughts and energies be categorised, and if so would The
Author be able to describe how the text comes into being? That depends both on
your point of view and your starting location, as W.H. Auden said:

The degree of excitement which a writer feels during the process

of composition is as much an indication of the value of the final

result as the excitement felt by a worshipper is an indication of

the value of his devotions, that is to say, very little indication

(Gibbons, 1989, p.242).
The choice of the word ‘excitement’ to describe the process is a little misleading,
and the aspects of ‘composition’ to which Auden refers do not distinguish clearly
enough between the pre-, intra- and post-text stages of construction: these contain
many emotions, of which excitement is certainly one, but only one. Auden’s view
is, however, relevant — the creative process cannot be classified by a writer as a
neutral, dispassionate series of actions, and thus the connection which The Author
feels to his work-in-progress cannot give a valid representation of its value.

(Although it is necessary to pause here briefly and comment on the idea of ‘value’

— there are many ways in which such a judgement can be made: publication and or
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commercial success; peer-review; the degree to which readers see the text as
successfully communicating or engaging with its topics and/or ideas; the
reflections of those people close to a writer whose opinions he/she respects. In this
case The Author is discussing ‘value’ only in terms of its aesthetic qualities and
the level to which the text expresses the thoughts and ideas which The Author
wanted it to. For such qualifications of value, The Author is the sole judge: no one
can decide on its aesthetic or interpretative merits quite so well as the writer, for
even though he/she is often too close to the text itself no one else is fully aware of
the said writer’s aims, as will be discussed in a later chapter.)

Whilst The Author ‘worships’ his text, to exploit Auden’s analogy to the
full, he does so from a creative standpoint. This chapter is part of that creative
process, as will be all the chapters to follow. In inspecting or examining the
production of The Words We Use are Black and White The Author is,
paradoxically, affecting that production: post-event work is as much a part of the
production of a text as the act of sitting down with a pen and paper or at a
keyboard. In relation to his/her own work an author could thus be seen as being in
a far better position to negotiate the realms of reader theory than a critic: the
actions of creative practice demand that writers negotiate with themselves as they
work, with the representations of reader/audience/market as reflected in the author
him/herself. In writing critically the writer is creative: in writing creatively the
writer is critical. The Author of these chapters is The Author of other texts, before
and after, and the process of these chapters’ composition reflects directly — and
that is the key word, directly — on the process and production of other texts. Such
criticism differs from that of the post-event literary critic in that it is an integral

part of the process, happening alongside other aspects of creativity, inside and in

correlation to the event to which it refers.



What then does The Author bring to his text, if not ‘excitement’? The
practice of writing creatively requires the obvious manifestations of inspiration,
dedication and stamina, but the drafting and editing processes require more than
that: if the text is a culmination of researched, experienced, deliberated and
phrased activities then those actions must themselves be the culmination of other,
similar actions. To a greater or lesser extent each text represents those actions,
designed to communicate notions or ideas in whichever form an author chooses,
whether purely creative, critical or an amalgam of the two.

In this way texts are representations of instinctive thought more fully
reasoned, and not through post-textual analysis but in the course of their original
composition. Authors choose their ‘message’, as it were, the areas or subjects on
which each wants to ponder: often this can begin with an unknown, as in the case
of The Author with The Words We Use are Black and White, where the issues of
effective communication (or its absence) were/are some of the features
consciously linking the novel to the poem which preceded it. One of the factors
which drives authors forward from one text to the next is this examination of
some unknown, unexplored or invigorating notion. The ‘unknown’ could of
course be something as ostensibly simple as ‘what happens to X?” or ‘how would
I react?’ in relation to fictional characters, or could equally be an investigation
into time functions, nuclear (astro)physics or the geology of Iceland: but wherever
the project starts it will contain an element of (internal) exploration.

For such studies or discoveries to happen (or be possible) a writer first
needs to accept what he/she already knows: we start from what is known and learn
from there. The inception of creative expression is merely a starting point, a
learning journey, exploring not only knowledge boundaries but also (and possibly

more importantly) socio-cultural attitudes, methods of communication, phrasing
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and command of language, even potentially culminating in the definition of what
knowledge is or should be. As Anais Nin said, “the role of a writer is not to say
what we all can say, but what we are unable to say” (Nin, 1980, p.171).

Yet it is vital here to underscore the point of process. The Author is not the
speed of light in a vacuum: thus, he is subject to gravitational forces. As the
process of creative writing takes place there will be unavoidable changes in his
emotional and physical circumstances. He is also active in other fields of literary
endeavour, engaged in the pre-, intra-, complementary or post-text stage(s) of
composition of other texts. Even if such texts are as seemingly mundane as
shopping lists or emails these still produce modifications to the ‘central’ creative
act, as each instance of creative practice mutates the person writing them through
dialogic textual reciprocity. In addition to this multiplicity of textual construction
there is also the issue of who exactly is writing: there are many different personae
co-operating (or not) as the writer writes, including but not limited to the
instigator, the composer, the aesthete, the linguist, the reader, the critic and the
audience, all competing to have their suggestions heard by the editor.

Each of these personae will affect the text. Their reactions to the words on
the page, before, during and after their first appearance, create dialogues amongst
themselves which lead to change. The changes may be major thematic ones, or
they may instead be deemed trivial or inconsequential, yet these supposedly trivial
changes are still important factors in the construction of the text and therefore
should not be disregarded. How many joyous discoveries of phrasing or poetry
can originally be attributed to typing errors?

Such personal dialogues are an integral part of the production of a text —
and it is not even so simple as to recognise an argument, creatively speaking,

about methods of expression or the construction of meaning: The Author is certain
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that the majority of these dialogues pass without him being aware that they are
taking place, such is the flow or manner of composition, but he is aware that they
have taken place, in the past tense. Even if he is unable to locate their direct or
indirect influence on the text, he knows that it is there. He will make many
thousands of decisions at the moment of a text’s inscription, conscious,
unconscious or subconscious choices about everything from the replacement of an
adjective to major plot developments. He will decide on how a character plays
with her hair. He will select the direction from which the wind is coming. He will
react to a section of dialogue by altering the tense and subject of the next
sentence.

Yet such decisions are informed not only by the creative conversations of
his self-critical personae but also by his knowledge of their existence. Since the
writing process includes such discussions The Author must realise and accept
their interventions. This openness to change, the willingness to respond to the
mutable (trans)actions of writing, is vital. The actions of creative writing are not
in any sense a sequence of functions leading to a fixed outcome. They are rather
an exploration into a partly-mapped interior. Even if a writer knows his/her
eventual destination and the route he/she must take to get there, the journey will
reveal strange and exciting new sights — though these may not explicitly appear in
the text the knowledge of their existence will: the experience of experiencing
them cannot be removed from The Author, who has changed as a result of seeing
them and will therefore not be able to write without knowledge of them.

To be aware, then, is the significant element. There is motion in the work,
the transformation and translation of ideas and plans into a product which The
Author considers ‘finished’ in and of itself — and this constant development of the

text can only be realised by the writer working to his/her own patterns, all of
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which involve dialogues between the various personae of the writer: once The
Author acknowledges that such conversations lead to motion, to change, he is able
then to examine how the process adapts to them and how he himself mutates in
the process. For if he is aware of the certainty of change, how does he alter his
working routines, if at all? Does understanding one of the realities of the creative
process therefore change the process, by default, and if so does that change then
cause others? And what of this ‘reality’ itself: surely if change leads to change
then reality is a transient notion? The Author is left with the possibility that the
process is so transgressive that it might be impossible to analyse any action
without that analysis itself then causing reactions and responses, which would

then naturally feed into the very process it describes.

Conclusion:

Whilst such enquiries may lead to a reflection on a past process of composition,
any observations or construals would be transient and perhaps devoid of
pedagogic value, except that of a post-event, historical document. Creative writing
involves engaging in a practice which is by disposition fluid and mutable, whereas
those reflections would be statically placed in a moment of time which had
passed. They would amount to no more than fixed and immobile comments upon
a process or series of acts which had already changed — indeed, were changing
because of such reflections: the action of describing them would oblige them to
alter. The reverse is also true, that the act of reflection will change the perception
of the text which is being examined, as described by the nineteenth century
scientist and philosopher William Whewell (1847, p.21):
We cannot observe external things without some degree of

Thought; nor can we reflect upon our Thoughts, without being
influenced in the course of our reflection by the Things which

we have observed.
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That is not to say that the analyses of writers’ processes are futile acts, yet any
such study into the actions of creativity must be seen as ephemeral, reflecting only
on the moments of the examination’s composition as much as on the text to which
it refers. The task of The Author is to examine his methodologies in a way which
can inform future texts, leading to further actions and responses: “Without the
meditative background that is [self-]criticism, works become isolated gestures,
historical accidents, soon forgotten” (Kundera, 1985). By investigating his
compositional processes The Author will perhaps be able to be more aware of the
capricious character of his writing, and thereby engage more consciously in such

interactions.
“You have no passion in you, Alain. Do you know that?”

The quote is still here, locked and loosed in these fingers. Has its meaning
changed through what has been written between its appearances? Perhaps not, but
its possible interpretations have become more resonant since its physical
integration into another text. The Author cannot consider it as he did before: he
has gained knowledge of it, a consciousness of its presence which even
subliminally will affect any reading he can give it. He is aware of its references,
its position in the text and some of the processes which brought it about.

Such reflections are still complex and potentially confusing: the word
‘reflection’ implies a present tense activity on objects or incidences which took
place in the past. Other, similar words, including ‘study’, ‘investigation’,
‘analysis’ or ‘examination’ all suggest post-textual work, a retrospective
assessment of a finished text, in sharp contrast to the continuous mutation and

development of the writing process, including post-textual creativity. To term



such reflections as ‘explorations’ is more appropriate, in parallel with the
exploration of the partly-mapped interior of creative practice itself,
acknowledging the fluidity and uncertainty of outcomes.

The Author is thus able to explore the potential implications of the quote
above, gleaning that its placement here gives it more significance than he
previously thought. He understands that its place in the text is/was planned, that
he constructed the prose to reach the moment of his character’s question for
narrative, literary and thematic reasons: given the sentence’s appearance in a
complementary text, written alongside and in consequence of The Words We Use
are Black and White, has a post-text awareness of the process of composition
altered the sense of that small excerpt of the composition? In time, perhaps, but
the process of process is incomplete.

For now it should be said that the ‘meaning’ of the sentences, if indeed
they have any inherent meaning of their own, depends on how they are read, and
by whom. Reading is an action which can bring about any understanding, any
perception, indeed any ‘meaning’ we choose: within the emotional and cultural
baggage of the schema we hold, we interpret language the way we want to, like

lovers do.



2
In which an accomplice comes forward
“I’ll look the other way”

Preface:

Before The Author approaches his desk or his thoughts to begin his work he
realises he is not alone. Many hundreds of thousands of words have been written
concerning reader/reception theory: it continues to amuse and distract critics and
students with its inherent belief in the importance of the recipient of the text,
demanding from those same critics and students that their input is vital — and so
many hundreds of thousands of those words fail to see the irony that in their very
inscription they negate themselves, by their own theories: if the reader ‘writes’ the
text, then the texts written from those readings are unwritten until they are read,
and then written about, and then read, and so on and so on to a glorious infinity of
self-perpetuation and continuous employment.

It is worth noting also that the term ‘reader’ applies also to other media:
visual art, film and new media also have readers, as it were, as do such forms
otherwise not commonly seen as artistic expression, such as journalism,
architecture, engineering, physical sciences: indeed, any form of expression which
is received by others has a ‘reading’ given to it by the recipient(s), and
consequently must undergo some advance compositional or (creative) process. To
construct with words, images or symbols is to create a kind of fiction, as the
choice and placement of those words/symbols/images brings about an artificially
created construct. For the purposes of this chapter, the term ‘reader’ is limited to
an individual human reading the printed literary text of The Words We Use are
Black and White. Any ‘readings’ gained of the text do not themselves have to be

written, naturally: reader-responses can be verbal, contextual or purely physical —
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‘I liked your other one better’ is as much a reading of the text as a fifty-thousand
word critique or a shrug of the shoulders.

This reader, this opportune recipient, who is he/she? And that is neither to
discount nor limit the argument to Iser’s ideal or implied reader, to Fish’s
interpretative communities or Heidegger’s hermeneutics, which each have their
place and their reward: no, this reader leaning gracefully to absorb The Author’s
words — who is that? We could consult Robert Graves (1943) but find only a
grammatician, an aesthetic moralist.* Foucault might argue that the reader is as
much a prejudicial, historical conception as The Author himself, reading in and of
his/her time, perceived but never quite located effectively. A post-structuralist
might simply say that he/she doesn’t exist, which is easy to suggest to someone as

they read, but very hard to prove.

Proposition:

The Author strolls impatiently, pen or keyboard to hand. “Lucy sells tickets at the

" he begins, but to whom does he say it? The reader informs the

weekend cinema,
creative process. (Whilst it might be instructive to consider the various theoretical
notions of whom or what the reader is (or represents, interpretively, culturally,
historically and/or politically), the focus in these chapters is on how the merest
intimation of any reader affects creativity. The term ‘reader’ here represents an

actual person or persons, of human form and identifiable, regardless of whether

the reading taking place is that of a critical or creative nature.) As a participant in

* See Graves, Robert & Hodge, Alan, The Reader Over Your Shoulder, Jonathan Cape, London,
1943 for a beautifully-written pedants’ guide to accuracy and expression. Sir Erne'st Barker,
reviewing the book in the Manchester Guardian, said: “The writing of good English i; a morgl
matter; and the muddle of our English style is the result of a moral muddle. The book is a national
service.” The Author agrees, although with pedantic reservations of his own concerning the
fluidity of language.

> The Words We Use are Black and White, Ch. 1



the act of reading, or the sequence of actions which make up reading, this reader is
so commodified in contemporary Western culture that it is impossible for an
author to extract him/herself completely and/or creatively from this commodified
environment, regardless of the author’s reasons for deciding to commit his
thoughts to text.

Since The Enlightenment and the rise of Humanism the roles of the author
and reader have turned creativity into production, a development accelerated in
stages by the Statute of Anne, the Industrial Revolution and the conceptualisation
of the author as ‘celebrity’. The radical (if slow) shift from aesthetics and moral or
religious instruction to entertainment brought the book trade firmly into the world
of commercialism — texts, and by extension authors and readers, have become
products to be bought and sold in the mass market. The origins of copyright law,
taking the rights of reproduction away from the Stationers’ Company and
returning them to the authors — albeit in part, and temporarily — were based not on
the creative, aesfhetic or moral needs of authors but on the commercial
possibilities of printing and selling.

It could easily be suggested that a writer cannot consider writing without
at least a conception of publishing and by extension the reader: even if the writer
claims that their work is undertaken only for their own aesthetic or expressive
needs, in committing thoughts and ideas to text a writer is conjoined to the
industry which surrounds such expressions. To write is to be linked to the trade, to
commodify text: by choosing to ignore the demands of that trade the writer is still
engaging with it. At its most insidious level the demands of the commercial

environment pervade the writer’s subconscious, dropping small comments into the

formation of words and sentences.
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Let us suppose that the character of Jean-Luc in The Words We Use are
Black and White writes a diary each night. Before he turns off his bedside light he
takes a tiny pencil from the spine of a thin book and enters details of that day’s
events:

March 22", Took Richard swimming a.m., had lunch with Lucy
and Alain, Cristina talking to Bratislava.

March 27" Sleeping too much. C.’s car to garage again.
Mentioned a year away — C. seems interested.

In constructing his text into short phrases Jean-Luc is conforming to the accepted
pattern of diary entries. He employs literary techniques to transmit his ideas to his
reader — for even if that reader is himself, reading the diary in later years to
remember that strange spring, he will still be consuming a produced text in the
manner of an external reader, quantifying and judging what he reads in terms of
its literary/linguistic meanings. And he uses expressions he has learned through
exposure to print and broadcast media or in conversation with others, who
themselves have read such expressions. Naturally he is a product of his culture,
using the words, grammar and definitions of that culture — but that culture is to a
certain extent defined and demarcated by publication, by ‘making public’.
Publishing’s role of reflecting/defining textual content extends to make readers a
part of the production: their inputs through the commodities of reading (as
opposed to the physical and emotional actions of reading) are then reproduced and
developed in the creative processes of subsequent compositions.

The Author thus has to ask himself how his readers’ existence affects his
personal creative process. Whilst the theoretical involvement of the reader can be
if not confirmed then at least suggested, it is in the practice of that process that
evidence can be found. The first step must surely be to try to investigate who that

reader is, this pseudo-mythical being keen to watch the words appear. Again there
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is the caveat that The Author is not attempting to find a universal ‘reader’, upon
whom so many texts and hours have been spent reasoning and proselytising — this
is not a study of the literary practice and the reader in general, for such enquiries
are too often missing the vital ingredient of the author, without whose say it is
almost impossible to proceed. No, this is a study of The Words We Use are Black
and White and the processes which affect(ed) its composition, both before its
conscious inception and after.

Certain readers could be nominated. The Author is aware as clearly as he
can be that there are individuals for whom the book was designed. One of these is
himself, as shall be examined in depth in a later chapter. The others are varied,
though small in number. Thorough scrutiny of these readers, of their age, gender,
academic history, physical/geographical location, social class, intelligence,
experience and/or cultural identity might perhaps give insights into the text, a
backdoor approach to textual analysis through the supposed reactions of its
readers — yet the argument instead leads clearly back to questions of authorial
intentionality, and whether it can be trusted.

Wimsatt and Beardsley’s work (1954) makes perfect sense, up to a point:
that point being where The Author speaks. Possibly even after that, since The
Author speaking is subject to the same failures of expression as his work, which is
where William Kurtz Wimsatt argues himself into a corner: for a poem to stand or
fail on its own textual merits the reader must impart the same interpretation(s) to
each word as the author, or else the expression is imperfect regardless of who
‘created’ that expression. (Or, as Conrad (1902) (then Eliot) put it, “Mistah [W.]

Kurtz [Wimsatt], he dead.”®)

% The quote cited here was used by T.S. Eliot as an epigraph for The Hollow Men.



The issue at hand here is process, and whether creative production is
influenced by a text’s potential readers — Wimsatt et al fail to examine the notion
of process, entirely disregarding the intention of the author to construct meaning
along with his readers, in the course of the action. For as has been mentioned
already, creativity is fluid. The process changes as it is enacted, and a text’s
readership — or designed/intended readership — will therefore play a part in that
fluidity. The Words We Use are Black and White was written with certain readers
in mind. It was not written for them: there was no designation of possession or
ownership, no declaration of exclusivity, but certainly the prior knowledge (prior
as in before the physical actions of writing, perhaps even before the text’s
inception) that those readers would read it led to considerations, judgements and
alterations.

The Author can identify issues of style, linguistics, rhythm, tone, colour
and metaphor in The Words We Use are Black and White which he can trace back,
retrospectively, to thoughts about his readers. There are specific instances too
where stylistic decisions were made at the moment of writing: the text was
constructed with what The Author hoped would be perceived as a European
sensibility rather than a British one; some of the characters’ names were
influenced by particular readers (without their knowledge); phrases or adjectives
were chosen deliberately for the effect that The Author believed they would have
on an individual reader — or hoped they would have, as such things are never
certain. To elucidate some of those stylistic choices here might be exemplary, yet
in doing so The Author would have to detail not only the instances of creative
decision but also the reader in question and the (anticipated) context of his/her

reading of the text, an aspect described by Peter Stockwell as ‘conceptual

dependency’:
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That is, the selection of words in a sentence, and the meanings

derived from sentences, depend not on a dictionary-like

denotation of these strings of words but on the sets of ideas and

other associations that the words suggest in the minds of

speakers and hearers. Often, both speaker and hearer are familiar

with the situation that is being discussed, and therefore every

single facet will not need to be enumerated for the situation to

be understood (Stockwell, 2002, pp.76-77).’
Thus, The Author declines to describe single occasions of authorial choice, as the
purpose and effect of such choices relies upon an individual act of
communication: although Bakhtinian dialogics affect their delivery, each remains,
within the context of The Words We Use are Black and White, a private utterance,
for the entertainment of two individuals only — The Author and his reader.

There are games, too, moments perhaps when The Author seeks to re-
establish his ‘authority’ in the old-fashioned sense of the word. Some of these
games are for himself only: “Lucy will help, as Lucy does™® is an example of a
sentence written purely for The Author’s benefit — it has no place in the text other
than as a comfort or guide to the person writing the words before and after it. And
it leads on to a further reassurance, three paragraphs later: “Yes, she will help.”
The inclusion of these disparate statements reconnects The Author with his text
and process through his role as reader/editor, a device used also when leaving
clues or references for particular readers: to include a phrase for a specific reader
from another source, misquoted or out of place, is a means to engage both that
reader and The Author through recognition. This is either an act which creates
tension or releases it, and it has the metafictional advantage (for the purposes of

this text alone) of breaking the concentration of the reader by exaggerating the

artifice that is the compositional process. Such games are a way for The Author to

7 For an invigorating introduction to the field of cognitive poetics, see Peter Stockwell’s Cognitive
Poetics: An introduction (Routledge, 2002) and Joanna Gavins and Gerard Steen (eds.) Cognitive
Poetics in Practice (Routledge, 2003).

8 The Words We Use are Black and White, Ch. 6
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connect directly with individual readers, those whom The Author knew in
advance would read the text, those whom The Author wishes to entertain, or
distract, or both.

For the unseen, unknown reader, the imagined consumer of the text, there
are other games or puzzles. The Author realises that many of the hidden facets
will not be recognised or understood by his readers — indeed, he enjoys that aspect
of creativity as an acknowledgment of the power and duty of a writer to mislead
or misdirect his audience. Many of these features in The Words We Use are Black
and White could be catalogued here: for example, the film which Lucy and Alain
watch together in Chapter 14 of the text is “an adaptation of a novel by a famous
British writer”. Though the text only gives a few details about the start of the
action on screen, it might be possible to work out that the book to which The
Author is referring is Amsterdam, by lan McEwan (1998). Another: when Fabrice
is visiting Maman Sulpice’s grave in Chapter 15 her name is read from her
gravestone as “Amantine Aurore Lucile Sulpice” — George Sand’s real name was
Amantine Aurore Lucile Dupin. There are many other instances where The
Author has left similar hints for the reader. How many of the text’s readers would
know these details, or could work them out, or would even care, is irrelevant: such
inclusions are made by The Author for his own enjoyment, for his connection to
and interaction with the text during and inside the creative process.

Yet they are all influenced by the existence of readers, whether generic
and invisible or specific. And The Author refuses to pander to them, to reduce or
explain his work or working processes. Whilst the reader may influence those
processes in terms of the information left for them, it is left at and by The
Author’s choice. He assumes readers bring schemas of particular (contextual)

knowledge to the act of reading, their ‘conceptual dependency’: it may be cultural,
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geographical or linguistic in relation to the inclusion of Jacques Brel, the setting in
Evian and Geneva and the changes in subject, person and tense respectively, but
the reader is expected to understand the complexities of ‘reading’. It may be that
The Author is welcoming only those whom have loosely been termed
‘sophisticated readers’ by the review pages of newspapers or late-night television
programmes. Perhaps the term ‘aware reader’ is more accurate, as it encompasses
not only cultural awareness but also a consciousness or manner of reading which
is willing to allow stylistic or linguistic peculiarities.

Reading is not a scientific experiment, chastened to hide in a dark corner
of a laboratory somewhere in Geneva. It is — or should be, or should aim to be —
an act of pleasure. The Author writes for his own amusement, certainly, but if he
shows his texts to others he must also wish for their amusement. Philosopher
Gaston Bachelard (1990) enunciates this aspect of creativity in his later essays:
“To feel most beautifully alive means to be reading something beautiful, ready
always to apprehend in the flow of language the sudden flash of poetry.” This
sense of feeling alive relates to the author within the process of writing too: it is in
that ‘sudden flash of poetry’, the moment when a writer looks down at his/her
work to realise that they have created a phrase or sentence of aesthetic beauty.

As Emily knows, and perhaps now Fabrice too, there is a slogan much
used by Major League Baseball on their advertising, their website and shown on
screen during television coverage: “I Live For This!” For a writer the rare, tender
fractions of perfect expression fulfil the same passion, or as Bachelard puts it: “a
special kind of beauty exists which is born in language, of language, and for
language.” The joy of writing is the ability to use words to deliver this beauty
(perhaps only to the writer, but that is enough). Whilst this may seem like an

argument in favour of a more Romantic appreciation of reading, it is relevant here
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to point out the influence which Bachelard had on structuralist thinkers such as
Foucault, Althusser and Derrida. In his blog Stephen Fry (2008) commented on
this apparent contradiction to the joy of language:

Roland Barthes liked to use two words jouissance and plaisir. Le

plaisir du texte. The pleasure of the text. Those who think

structuralism spelt or spelled death to conscious art and such

bourgeois comforts as style, accomplishment and enjoyment

might be surprised that the pleasure of the text, the jouissance,

the juicy joy of language, was important to Roland and his

followers.
Is it therefore such a threat to structuralism and its post-structuralist cousin of
reader theory to argue in favour of the thrill of writing? And by extension, of
reading? Along with Derridean notions of (free)play as the interplay of absence
and presence in “Structure, Sign and Play” (1978), it is noticeable that Bakhtin
chose the word ‘carnival’ in reference to heteroglot discourse: (potentially
revolutionary) play and pleasure are terms which can apply to both ends of the
literary experience.

The processes of writing creatively leads to reading and readers, and,
relevantly, to The Author’s concept of his readers: “Literary imagination is an
aesthetic object offered by a writer to a lover of books” (Bachelard, 1990). It is
logical to conclude that aesthetically a writer is as much in need of his/her readers
as they are of him/her: without the reader’s participation ‘the pleasure of the text’
cannot take place. In this sense Iser and Jauss’s theories of the dialectical process
between the reader, text and/or historical time begin to sound more like logical
thought — that is, until the author/reader appears, crying out “But I Live For This!”
The moment of creation, that culmination and continuance of process, is when an
author reads (in whatever way he/she chooses) the fragment of perfect expression,

perhaps even realising consciously that no other reader will ever read it the same

way, or that he/she will never read it in the same way again.
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Conclusion:

Still The Author writes. He strives to entertain, to engage with his readers under
the conditions of awareness which he forces on them. Yet this (pre-structuralist)
notion of communication relies upon The Author’s preconceptions of his readers:
the essence here is the level to which effective communication can take place. For
if The Author deliberately misleads, or misconstrues his readers’ reactions, then
any choices or references placed in the text for those readers will be lost. The
Author makes his choices and lets the reader do the rest, as it is all he can do, but
the process of writing includes these actions and is itself informed by them — the
consequences for both the reader and writer cannot be seen in advance.
Transformations of interpretation and understanding will take place, also as part
of the process. The Author must realise that any actions he chooses to take
consciously will also be mirrored or potentially negated by unconscious actions,
and the reader is only one cause for his specific choices.

Similarly, those few selected readers who influence the text directly during
its original transcription also perform other functions: The Author has received
many post-reading comments, and each of these affects the creative process. If the
text is still subject to revision then these feed back into the practice of writing.
Should the text be regarded as finished then such comments become both post-
and pre-text criticism, engaging with texts yet to come.

It is possible, naturally, for a creative editing/revision process to be
undertaken for a (potential) wider audience. In The Words We Use are Black and
White The Author could standardise the various different spellings of Lucy. He
could change the text so that it is all in the past (or present) tense. The narrative

could be more linear in its construction. There are many other alterations which he
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could carry out to try to make the text more ‘commercially viable’, ‘readable’ or
‘publishable’. The general market for consumer fiction is able to shape stylistic or
linguistic formalities — narrative structure, theme, genre and characterisation, for
example — yet these edicts are influenced as much by authors as they are by
readers and publishers, for to accept the market’s influence is to limit it: authors
change their processes through choice, not through obligation.

Thus The Author accepts the influence of his readers, knowing that he is
one of them. The act of creative writing indulges him, takes him into its own dark
corner and lets him read what he is doing, hoping that the ‘aware reader’ will
understand and enjoy what he produces, even if that reader is only himself. He
writes ‘in language, of language and for language’, knowing too that the process’s
fluidity will cause change, will demand and inspire both immediate and slow,
careful reconsiderations to keep the moments flowing on from one to another, like

lovers do.
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3
In which circumstances play their part

“Until you regain your melancholy disposition”

Preface:
Yes, it could be the dark corner of a laboratory, perhaps in Geneva. One dark
corner is much like another. In the twenty-seven kilometre ring of
superconducting magnets at CERN,

At full power trillions of protons will race around the Large

Hadron Collider accelerator ring 11,245 times a second,

travelling at 99.99% the speed of light. Two beams of protons

will each travel at a maximum energy of 7 TeV (tera-

electronvolt), corresponding to head-to-head collisions of 14

TeV. Altogether some 600 million collisions will take place

every second (CERN, 2009).
Whilst it would be flippant to suggest that writers are searching for their own
Higgs boson particle, there are nevertheless significant similarities here to
manifestations of the creative impulse. A writer has his/her own universe to
explore, containing unexpressed but postulated ideas on existence: these might be
incidental, experiential or theoretical in nature, yet the creative investigation and
expression of such notions lends itself kindly to the hypothetical laboratory with
its dark corners.

What of these postulations, however, and the circumstances which create,
gestate and manipulate them? The Words We Use are Black and White began with
a poem, as has been said, which contained a ‘mood’ or ‘atmosphere’ which The
Author wanted to re-examine or rephrase, and to do so within a narrative
framework with which to explore the theme of the impossibility of

communication. This was/is its inception, a historical statement of its historically

unexpressed but postulated idea. Thus, the creative process began — and again it 1s
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important to clarify that the term process is a prejudicial, rhetorical one linkin gor
unifying those disparate acts, thoughts and/or situations which led to the
production of the text in its current form: “600 million collisions will take place
every second.”

The essence of this chapter is the third of these aspects or divisions of the
process: situations. Yet the term ‘situations’ encompasses so many different
physical and emotional conditions that is worth trying to clarify which of these
relate to the actions of creative writing, and how. In which ways, for instance,
does the geographical location of the inscription of the text affect the process, if at
all? Is it possible to define particular aspects of creative production which have
been influenced or determined by the micro-geographical position of the author?
Would a sentence remain the same if it were composed (or if its act of
transference to textual form took place) in or at a different location?

There is evidence to support the influence of location on creative practice,
although much of it is anecdotal, post-event comment. Of his desk and his study
Andrew Motion (2009, p.42) recently said:

I live in a small flat off the Camden Road [in north

London]...and it has the advantage of making me think of my

study as a kind of capsule for writing in. That’s how I feel about

it, my room. There’s nothing special about it. It’s just a small

room, full of books, where poems happen. That’s the idea,

anyway.
How much of Motion’s practice as described here is merely routine, an
environment for comfort and conformity is unclear, as it is with Toni Morrison
(1998): “I do get up very early, embarrassingly early, before there is light, and I
write with pencil, yellow pads, words, scratchings out...” Perhaps the writer needs

a certain amount of habit or regularity in order to create the disorder of fiction —

yet the physical location of those habitual acts do not necessarily have to remain
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constant within the composition of a text, or from one text to the next. Would
Hemingway still have written on subjects as diverse as bull-fighting, marlin
fishing, the Spanish Civil War and World Wars One and Two had his typewriter

not been positioned with them in its line of sight?

Proposition:

Allusions to others” work can only be speculation. What can be assumed is that a
writer’s physical location, certainly at the micro level, will cast an influence on
the creative process — that influence may be subconscious, such as the
atmospheric pressure or the particular shades of light reflecting around the work
environment, yet words can be — and are — changed by directions as subtle as
these. This change may be the replacement of one word with another, an act
which will alter the meaning subtly (at the very least). It may be a modification to
an element of narrative or character development, or it may be a more significant
change, such as extensive reworking of a thematic, stylistic or idiomatic idea.

Of course, any textual changes apparently brought about through the
influence of location may instead be natural progression, an inherent feature of the
individual’s writing processes: a writer creates in a certain way, ontological and
independent — his/her actions are in a sense potentially predetermined. It is
possible that any external influences will lead him/her to produce the text they
were already going to produce. The work will be directed from within as a result
of influences which may thus lead to an unavoidable conclusion.

For example: let us suppose that Author X writes at the same time every
day, in the same location. His attention is drawn one day to a peculiar shadow
encroaching on a corner of his desk, and this shadow encourages or inspires him

to introduce a sense of menace into the passage he is writing: it could be
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suggested that the intention to bring menace was already present in his
subconscious thought processes and in the text, and the appearance of the shadow
was merely a trigger to develop those intentions. The shadow could equally have
been a cat on the street outside, a line of news he heard on the radio hours before
or a reaction to the words already written. If this author was to tell you that the
menace came about solely from the appearance of the shadow you would not be
able either to contradict or agree with him: his comment would be a post-event
reflection on actions already completed, and as such would be shaded with many
other internal reflections. Its accuracy could not be trusted or disbelieved: as the
author works, his writing process engages with itself.

How then are we to understand the effects of ‘situations’ on the writer? As
has already been stated, The Author is not the speed of light in a vacuum. Neither
is he Hemingway: the views which the latter saw from his position at his
typewriter would not induce the same creative response from any other author. In
this way, when The Author found himself in a café at Heathrow with a six-hour
wait he took out a notebook and wrote “Lucy sells tickets at the weekend
cinema.” Yes, the physical location appears to play a role in the production of
this text, since very quickly the character of Lucy is placed in a café at Geneva
airport — but can The Author say with any certainty that she would not have been
placed there had the act of writing taken place elsewhere? Surely it doesn’t follow
that an author sitting by a swimming pool will write about a character next to a
swimming pool — David Lodge (1998) shows the folly of such a presumption in
“Hotel Des Boobs”, using to the perceptive power of metafictional duplicity to

explore (and exploit) readers’ perceptions.

® The Words We Use are Black and White, Chap. 1
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Consideration could also be given to The Author’s use of a notebook and
pen. His previous works of prose have all been written using a computer: does this
change in methodology affect the text produced? Perhaps the choice — for it was a
conscious choice — to use ink and paper reflects the poetic nature of the prose,
linking it to the poem which preceded it (and which was also written using a pen
and notebook, like all his poems). The Author wonders, retrospectively, whether
this is his version of *“where poems happen”, an attempt to recapture and
somehow recreate the mood and atmosphere of the poem Knowing the
Temperature by recreating the practical circumstances of its composition.
Certainly there is/was a desire to avoid the sanitised hegemony which can result
from the grammar and thesaurus attached to Microsoft Word — to detach oneself
from the formalised processes of inscription, the green and red lines appearing
underneath text as one writes.

Again such analysis is little more than empirical, post-event reflection.
And any studies of the implements of writers’ authorship and their effects on the
text will similarly be merely suggestion or inference. A volume of knowledge
relating to different writers’ practices could lead to understandings and insights
into creative writing which might produce paradigms of process, but for now The
Author has little more than these personal considerations.

He knows that his practice changes according to the medium which he
uses to write — his hands and fingers move in different ways when using a pen or a
keyboard, and these disparate actions encourage him to compose in different
ways. Use of a pen leads to the flow of curves and lines, an aesthetic of
composition much altered from the more clinical (although possibly more
practical) use of a keyboard. Whilst it is over-simplifying the argument to use

terminology such as ‘beauty’ or ‘cadence’ in relation to the physical act of literary
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inscription on paper, the differences in a text’s production — and thus the thought
processes which produce such a production — could theoretically be investigated
much further. For example, the thesaurus supplied with Microsoft Word suggests
words such as ‘loveliness’, ‘attractiveness’, ‘splendour’ or ‘benefit’ when one
asks it for alternatives to ‘beauty’. Are these the words which writers use, and if
so is their selection instructed by creativity, practicality or a combination of both?

There are factors other than the author’s physical environment or choice of
tools which temper the creative process. The term ‘situation’, given earlier, does
not adequately illustrate the range of conditions under which an author works, as
it implies a limitation which is physical or circumstantial. According to Rob Pope
(2005, p.253), “creativity is fundamentally a matter of practice: what we do and
how — with whatever materials we have to hand or in mind, and in whatever
moments we find or can make time and space for.” This description of practice
seems to abnegate the essence of process, or at the very least to define and limit its
influence. The term ‘situation’ should therefore be extended to include emotional
and practical conditions of composition, in order to amplify Pope’s demarcation
of creativity and allow for the mental and social circumstances of the artist.

Yes, it could be the dark corner of a laboratory, perhaps in Geneva. One
dark corner is much like another. Except that each dark corner carries its own
emotional connection, a state of contemplation or reasoning which can affect the
thought processes of the writer and therefore the resultant text. These emotional or
mental situations are by no means limited to those heightened states of feeling
which can be assumed by the expression ‘emotional’: the most placid, even or
contented mood is still an emotional state — to be alive is to have emotion. (It is
not even necessary to be awake to experience emotion, as writers from Caedmon

to Coleridge to David Mitchell and beyond have shown. In situations such as
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these their transference of remembrance upon waking into words is another form
of textual reconstruction.)

As authors work, either before or during the inscription process, they
experience emotions, and these bring responses in the production of the text. And
it does not follow that an emotion experienced in the course of writing will bring
about an identical mood in the text — just because a writer is feeling happy, sad or
jealous does not mean that the words written at the same instant will be happy, sad
or jealous — but those mental states (or combinations of emotions, since they are
never present in isolation) will affect the choice of words, phrasing or
punctuation: if The Author is excited, for example, his use of commas might
decrease. If he is lonely, his sentences may grow longer or shorter, an adjective
may be replaced. Precise evidence is impossible to come by, since it would
require The Author to be aware at all times of his emotional state and the effect it
has on the creative process at each moment: without knowing how a sentence
would have been constructed in a ‘happy’ mood he is unable to describe the
differences in that construction in a ‘sad’ mood. Yet he and his work are at least
partly conditioned by the (emotional) environment in which they find themselves,
of that much he is aware — the differences in the surroundings of the production of
the poem Knowing the Temperature and the novel The Words We Use are Black
and White extend further than space and time.

This emotional connection is also far from location specific: a writer does
not have to be hidden away in a dark corner to recognise and/or respond to
emotional stimuli. And those stimuli come in forms other than mere internalised
sensations: the shadow encroaching across the table interrupts the creative
process, distracting or diverting the writer from his/her work, altering his/her

thought functions. Or it could be a car accelerating away, a fly banging its head
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against the window, a sticking mouse button or the cursed underlining of an
aesthetically pleasing, poetic phrase by Microsoft Word (‘Fragment (consider
revising)’). All of these intrusions affect not only the physical location of the
work-in-progress but also the emotional circumstances in which it is produced.

It only needs a loved one to chirp in with an offer of a cup of tea to break
the flow (mental or physical) of writing. Writers are by nature notorious
procrastinators, as described by the American playwright, screenwriter and
novelist Paul Rudnick (2009):

Writing is 90 percent procrastination: reading magazines, eating

cereal out of the box, watching infomercials. It’s a matter of

doing everything you can to avoid writing, until it is about four

in the morning and you reach the point where you have to write.
Or, as Baudelaire (2010) said: “We revel in the laxness of the path we take.”
Anything which a writer can use as an excuse to stop writing is, if not welcomed,
then exploited and subsequently complained about. After all, “[l]oafing is the
most productive part of a writer's life. Your most valuable time is that spent in
idleness.” (Hall, 1969, p.6)10 This implies that ‘procrastination’ or ‘loafing’ is
wasted time, that ‘idleness’ is ‘valuable’ purely because of its inherent inactivity —
but these descriptions refer only to physical idleness, to loafing as a physical
action: the mental work of writing is still going on in these situations — indeed,
they are part of the ‘situation’ of the creative process. Location affects thought.
Thought affects the act of writing.

To loaf then, to ‘revel in the laxness’, demands that the writer has the
opportunity to do so. Creative practice takes place “in whatever moments we find

or can make time and space for,” as Pope says, and therefore limitations of that

time and space will impact upon the processes planned or undertaken. Even

' A marvellous, inspiring quote from James Norman Hall, author of Mutiny on the Bounty
(amongst others). Perhaps it was his residency in Tahiti which inspired him to loaf so well, and
with such an effective purpose.
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professional writers, with their freedom from other employment commitments, are
still subject to the everyday pressures of (family) life and the restrictions on
thought activity, if not on the physical actions of writing.

Such controls as these cannot help but influence the production of a text:
the use of a word by a family member, the accounts of the news on the radio while
a writer drives his/her children to their swimming club, conversations on the
telephone or email — the many thousands of details of existence produce and
inspire creative reactions. For if a writer is writing even when ‘loafing’, then
he/she is equally engaged in the creative processes of writing whilst performing

the necessities of human interaction.

Conclusion:

The inscription of The Words We Use are Black and White took place over
seventeen months. During this extended and irregular period of textual
construction The Author was at work on other texts, as has been discussed. But he
was also at work on being alive, on being a husband, father, son and brother, on
talking, hearing and seeing, on emptying the dustbins and paying the electricity
bill. Each of these actions resulted in some form of conversation with the text,
from complex, interpersonal discussions about character development to waiting
on hold on the telephone. According to Agatha Christie (1989, p.30), “the best
time for planning a book is while you're doing the dishes.” Given Christie’s
prolific output of over eighty novels and short story collections, and over a dozen
plays, The Author is inclined to listen to her advice.

These interactions with the world (natural or man-made) do not simply
influence the creative environment, they create it. The idea that a writer is able to

detach him/herself from all stimuli and write in a sealed, untouched environment
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is to define the creative process as some kind of Schrodinger’s Cat experiment:
until the text is read it is neither written nor unwritten, neither related to humanity
nor unrelated. If texts are constructed for human consumption, to be experienced
by humans in a human environment, then it is only natural that human experience
should not only be reflected in the content of the text but also be present in its
construction. For the creative process employs physical actions taking place in an
emotional environment. Vladimir Nabakov (1980, p.379) famously said that “the
pages are still blank, but there is a miraculous feeling of the words being there,
written in invisible ink and clamoring to become visible.” Is this Nabakov’s
version of the Higgs boson particle, perhaps, a definition of his own Large Hadron
Collider, searching for texts which already exist but need to be re-imagined in his
creative environment? Are Bakhtinian forces of dialogic interaction not taking
place constantly, regardless of the precise moments of a text’s physical
composition?

Thus the term ‘creative environment’ has come to represent the sum of the
stimuli under which an author works. Whilst the notion of isolation still exists,
that famous romantic expressionism secluding a tormented individual in a top-
floor garret in Paris, creating works of genius and insight, the reality is almost
diametrically opposite to that. An author’s relationship to and with his/her
location, emotional and physical, and his/her interactions with all elements of the
human existence — human, natural, spiritual, emotional — create a fluid space in
which work takes place, in which creativity happens (or is allowed to happen),
even if that space includes the dark corner of a laboratory in Geneva.

Like Nabokov, The Author seeks to re-imagine his thoughts. But he is held
by the circumstances of those thoughts, the processes of a pen across a notebook,

the clutter on what passes occasionally for a desk. He is governed too by his
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family and their needs and wants, the restrictions on his time: the text he writes is
a product of his creative environment, a situation which is constantly in a state of
flux. Yet, crucially, the fluidity of the creative process allows him to react
(consciously and otherwise) to the changes in his locations. Indeed, he welcomes
such variations, the randomness in the motions of process: they are products of his
existence, a proof almost of his need for creative expression. If the textual
reactions he produces as a result of human interaction with his world cannot help
but be influenced by his surroundings, then so be it. The expression will perhaps
be better for it, although since a writer cannot work in isolation then it is
impossible to prove: even those secreted in a garret will be dictated to, creatively
speaking, by their circumstances. The Author writes in flux, accepting change,

knowing that it is part of the process, like lovers do.
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4

In which language has its say
“Or until you get over yourself”
Preface:
Pour que tout d’un coup un mot s’allume dans la masse de tous
les mots [...] celui-1a, on devient un peu comme son frére et on
lui donne une couleur. Alors, quand on écrit [...] on emploit des
mots en noir et blanc, qui sont souvent la plupart des mots qu’on
emploit, et de temps en temps il y’a des mots en couleur, des
mots qu’on sait qui font partie de nous parce qu’on leur a donné
une troisi¢me dimension. Ce sont ces mots-13, sans doute, qu’on
laisse tomber a regret, qu’on envie de voir son volé, qu’on a
envie de voir tomber. Alors on leur donne du poids.
— Jacques Brel, Nous les artistes. 1986
“The words we use are black and white,” quotes Lucy.'' It is enough to convince
her, to encourage her in her suggested belief that Brel knows passion and Alain
does not, but perhaps she is biased. The words she chooses help her to articulate
her opinion, or to form and frame it. Communication appears to takes place —
Alain reflects her statement back to her “softly and intricately”, offers suggestions
on how she can distract herself from her worries. Yet in reply, “[s]he didn’t say
that she liked silence and disliked Geneva. The thoughts were enough.”'?
If the subject of the text is communication, the effectiveness of language
(and the subject too of these words, written alongside yet after The Words We Use
are Black and White), then it is important to question the values or recognitions
allocated to such ambivalent terms. Yet any attempt at an analysis of their
definitions and translations would be subject to the same connotations of Brel’s
‘black and white’ and ‘colour’. The issue here is not a structuralist or post-

structuralist exploration of language, its use, abuse and misinformation — nor is

there a need to re-examine notions of semiotics and semantics in the interpretation

"' The Words We Use are Black and White, Chap. 15
12 :
Ibid.
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of texts. Whilst it may be instructive to formulate yet another response to Lacan
and Lévi-Strauss, particularly in relation to the reconstruction/reconstitution of
ontological language, postmodern theories of language tend to centre on the
methods or functions which the reader practices when consuming a text, after the
event of its composition. Stylistics and cognitive poetics may address the
functions of author-text-reader in a more mutually inclusive manner, yet they too
concentrate their attentions of texts as products, as finished artefacts to be
examined after the fact of their composition — although it is worth noting that the
acts and actions of reading are widely regarded by theorists as one of the acts of
literary composition (and rightly so, in the opinion of The Author).

The focus here is instead on the functions of the author, and the processes
which are imparted on a text during and within its construction through the
actions of creativity — although a linguistic predicament instantly arises with the
label itself, since the nuances and undertones of the term ‘creativity’ have through
the marvellous but frustrating fluidity of language come to represent wider areas
of enterprise than those of artistic endeavour. And this is not to imply that
‘creativity’ should apply (or has ever only applied) to aesthetic, expressionistic
activities, instead it is merely to suggest that Citroén’s advertising slogan of
“Créative Technologie”'® or the “Paper Dolls Inspired by Project Runway” for
sale from CreativityInc'* do not fit the traditional (romantic) view of creative
practice as an artistic, self-expressive and possibly not-for-profit pursuit.

This evolution of ‘creativity’ into a marketing and money-making activity
is not new, naturally: artists have often sought the maximum return for their

efforts (subject to self-imposed ethical or moral restrictions), if only to provide the

B http://www.citroen.co.uk/ accessed 1/10/09 . .
' In addition to the paper dolls, Creativitylnc also offer beads, paper crafts and scrapbooking [sic]
gifts for under $25, amongst others. http://www.creativityinc.com/, accessed 1/10/09




support to continue their creative work. Damien Hirst’s sculpture For the Love of
God, a platinum cast of a human skull covered with 8,601 diamonds, bluntly
represents a contemporary version of this translation of creativity into cash,
although ironically it did not sell at exhibition and was ultimately bought by a
consortium including Hirst himself."”> (The Art Newspaper, 2008) The notion of
‘the creative economy’ is also exemplified by CreativeClass.com (2010):

CreativeClass.com is the source for everything creative in work,

life, and play. A unique online magazine convening global

thought leaders and thinkers who generate highly innovative and

intellectual content as well as an authentic, organic place for

community exchange.

The Creative Class brand is founded on the theories of leading

academic Richard Florida. Florida is a national and international

best-selling author, global speaker, research director, and

professor. The Creative Class has a diverse and global audience

with contributors and readers from over 100 countries

comprised of cutting-edge companies and individuals,

entrepreneurs, early adopters, academics, and leading NGOs.'®
Thus ‘creativity’ is intrinsically linked to economic value, regardless of the
desires or protestations of authors hiding in the dark corner of a laboratory. Value
judgements of creative expression are offered more and more on the question ‘yes,
but what’s it worth?’ Business decisions govern thought and action: even a project
as seemingly ‘noble’ or ‘worthy’ as Creativity Café (2009), a project of Visionary

Artists Resources Including Other Unique Services (V.A.R.I.O.U.S.), whose

mission is “to help accelerate economic and cultural advancement for all peoples”

" The asking price was £50m. According to Hirst’s business manager, Trevor Dunphy, he, Jay
Jopling (Hirst’s London dealer) and Hirst own the “controlling interest in the work”. He also says
the price of the skull now “would be double” or £100m.

' “Creative Class” appears to be mainly the project of Richard Florida, and its website devotes
much attention to their (commercial) work as advisors to major brands such as Absolut Vodka,
Citi Corp, Goldman Sachs, IBM, Johnson & Johnson, Microsoft, Nomura Financial Securiti'es.
According to the website, “CCG [Creative Class Group] is a global advisory services firm charting
new ideas, research, and strategies for business, government, and community competitiveness and
prosperity. The CCG team is comprised of next-generation thinkers and strategists who qffer
companies, associations, and communities access to leading-edge knowledge, trends, consultlpg,
research, and training about the global economy.” What this means in terms of creativity, creative

thinking or expression is unclear.
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by offering “edutainment” still feels the need to qualify its humanist intentions
with the term “economic [...] advancement”, as if the cultural and/or social
benefits of creativity are not themselves enough to justify the group’s existence.
2009 was designated as “European Year of Creativity and Innovation” by
the European Union (2009) - this designation implies that creativity and
innovation are inextricably joined, that one cannot take place without the other,
moving the definition of ‘creativity’ further away from connotations of
artistic/aesthetic production purely for its own sake. How is a writer — or an artist
working in any medium — to respond to this demarcation? Foucault (2002, p.39)
said that “words offer themselves to men as things to be deciphered”. Perhaps the
Twenty-First Century has deciphered creativity. Or perhaps it would be more
accurate to say that commercial interests have chosen how it is to be deciphered

by contemporary culture, for financial benefit.

Proposition:

Language is a tool, of course. It is a means with which to transmit information or
ideas, and is as much in a state of flux as the time in which it is used, so it is not
surprising that cultural shifts of emphasis will affect usage and interpretation, as
shown above. The concern here is whether the creative process is affected by this
knowledge, whether the acceptance of the mutability and transient nature of
language and comprehension leads the writer (or artist) to adapt their work in
order to allow for or exploit this fragility of understanding.

“Languages compile themselves and die away, as instantly and
automatically as waves on the lake or in the air,”!” The Author says: is he

confiding in the reader an awareness of this knowledge, a fleeting grasp of a

'7 The Words We Use are Black and White, Chap. 19
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fleeting means of communication, or merely giving the reader a reason to excuse
his characters for their actions (or inactions) and thus maintain empathy and an
emotional attachment? The text of The Words We use are Black and White is
representative of the culture in which it is composed — it reflects The Author’s
social, cultural, educational and aspirational circumstances, and most importantly
is a product of history. Even as the last edits are completed and proofs checked it
has already become a historical object, placed permanently in and of its time, as
Foucault and others have so eloquently observed. Even so, the awareness of this
inevitable instant decay must change the process of creation itself: if writers are
bound by their limits, by the slow collapse of their words and phrases, into
creating solely for the moment of inscription, it could be suggested that writing
would be a self-defeating occupation, a method to compose and construct texts
which in some sense cease to exist as soon as they are written — for if language is
so capricious as to mutate upon its expression then for whom is an author writing?

One could take the words of Gabriel Garcia Marquez to heart: “In the end
all books are written for your friends.” (Marquez, 1984, p.322) Or one could
extend the interpretation further, and claim that all texts are written only for the
author, as he/she is the only person who could possibly understand the referents of
the language used at the moment of its writing. Such an assertion seems to suit the
notion that thought can never be adequately translated into text: and it is vital to
remember that it is an interpretive process of translation, an imperfect rendition of
the compositional processes undertaken before (and during) the inscription of a
text. This leads The Author to wonder whether the actions of creative practice are
not a struggle against silence but towards it — the inherent failures of language

could direct the writer to a state of acceptance where he/she can only get their
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meaning across successfully by transforming themselves into a silent Buddha
holding a flower and letting a small smile cross their face.

It is said that Zen haiku poetry is most effectively accomplished when the
expression of a noble truth is given by the description of a natural moment,
without comment. The relationship here to silence, and thus to the effectiveness or
otherwise of forms of writing longer than the requisite seventeen syllables, is
palpable: if poetry is the attempt to define the indefinable, to state some form of
‘truth’ which cannot be stated, then that infers that longer forms of fiction can
only be similarly effective by using a narrative structure which allows the author
to write without having to communicate to any person or socio-cultural system
outside of the text (or him/herself). Language serves the author, allows him/her
the opportunity to construct the text and meaning he/she wishes, for the benefit of
the writer alone. It could be that that meaning is to point out the inadequacy or
lack of communication — a kind of self-debasing stream of words which in some
cases does not necessarily pay any attention to expected rules of syntax, spelling
or construction.

Just as the meaning of the term ‘creativity’ has been altered / exploited /
corrupted / abused'® to incorporate all kinds of non-aesthetic, non-artistic
endeavours (or at least endeavours whose primary purpose is other than aesthetic
or artistic), so can the interpretation of all other words be similarly mutated.
Without leaning towards arguments of intentionality, it is nevertheless the case
that in many cases writers/artists are working within the realm of a soclio-
linguistic environment which is commodifying language for its own (aesthetic)

benefit rather than for mutual exchange or response.

® Delete according to taste. Whether in this case the word’s meaning has been changed through
the natural evolution of language or by artificial, corporate infiltration 1s left up to the reader.
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Writers are captured by their own creative enterprise, a series of processes
leading to a conclusion inside the text instead of in its relationship to its reception:
writing is still for the most part a solitary pursuit, whereas the (Western)
communication culture in which it functions is becoming ever more based on
instant, multimodal social interaction. The rise of Facebook, MySpace, Twitter
and texting, for example, have all affected language both in terms of its use and its
understandings. Each has its own syntax and register, a form of composition by
committee leading to conglomeration. Whilst these may be useful for
communication within the medium, the speed of their inceptions exacerbates the
problems of communication outside of the medium, and by extension in the wider
cultural environment. Writers are now faced with new languages — not the
illiteracy or sub-literacy which some politicians or commentators delight in
proclaiming but an alternative literacy, a fluency in many similar but syntactically
and lexicographically different languages.

Thus occurs The Words We Use are Black and White: The Author’s
processes of creativity, his actions of composition, are/were framed with this
creeping sensation that language divides more than it includes. Yes, language is a
tool, a system of transmission, but its logocentric, structuralist qualities remain:
how can a writer attempt to communicate when every word, phrase or sentence is
little more than an indistinct representation of his/her intention? The idiomatic
nature of language replaces every thought or idea with an offer of interpretation, a
suggestion, a proposition.

The discourses concerning authorship, interpretation and meaning are
well-rehearsed, especially in relation to the understanding(s) of language in post-
text environments — yet in attempting to write, to invoke the full reaches of

‘creativity’ mentioned above, The Author engages in the processes of textual
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construction knowing in advance that his attempts at effective expression will fail.
Indeed, they must fail: if he were to express himself perfectly and transmit the
exact meanings and interpretations he intended then the text produced would
become little more than an instruction manual, a series of defined, pre-determined
messages leading to a fixed outcome.

As part of the process of creation writers exclude: language is phrased;
voices are created, manipulated; rhetoric is composed and structured; syntactical,
thematic and stylistic decisions are made. And these models and modes of
construction are not limited to writers but apply to all human interaction, in every
situation — language is an artificial concept, a system of rules and restrictions
structured together. (Whilst The Author here is referring to lexicographical
language only, every culture manufactures ways for humans to interact, and these
too are artificial constructs, even (or especially) if they are through systems of
grunts, clicks and/or whistles.) The written or spoken word is manipulated to its
own needs or wants, or those of its creator. It is a sociological power mechanism,
a means through which to assert one’s superiority in some way, even if that power
is only reflected in the knowledge of meaning as secreted in linguistic idioms or
private codes. As Julian Wolfreys says, discussing Foucault,

power implies knowledge, and vice versa. However, power is
causal, it is constitutive of knowledge, even while knowledge is,
concomitantly, constitutive of power: knowledge gives one
power, but one has the power in given circumstances to
constitute bodies of knowledge, discourses and so on as valid or
invalid, truthful or untruthful. Power serves in making the world
both knowable and controllable. Yet, the nature of power, as
Foucault suggests [in the first volume of his History of Sexuality
(1978)], is essentially proscriptive, concerned more with
imposing limits on its subjects (Wolfreys, 2006, pp.80-81).

In his 2004 novel Cosmopolis Don DeLillo exposes this dilemma between

language and perception, between intention and interpretation:
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“There’s a rumor it seems involving the finance minister. He’s
supposed to resign any time now,” she said. ‘Some kind of

scandal about a misconstrued comment. He made a comment

about the economy that may have been misconstrued. The whole

country is analyzing the grammar and syntax of this comment.

Or it wasn’t even what he said. It was when he paused. They are

trying to construe the meaning of the pause. It could be deeper,

even, than grammar. It could be breathing.’ (DeLillo, 2004,

pp.47-48)
For the writer, as much as for DeLillo’s finance minister, the choices made in the
selection and use of language are exclusive, separating the writer from his/her
audience according to the needs of the circumstance. The Author is given the
choice (consciously or not) of whether his creative processes accommodate this
division or exploit it. For the voice created and the rhetoric and syntax used will
belong solely to The Author: no one will be able to comprehend it as well as its
composer, if at all. Writers work within a range of audience interpretations and
construals, a series of readings which limit the text in ways which the author
either did not intend or deliberately aimed towards.

If, through the mediated translation of thought, language fails to deliver
accurate expression and interpretation is all there is, one questions why writers
continue to play within the confines of text and the creative process. In these
conditions any text would then be just personal, excluding, restricting
understanding only to the author. How can the writer expect to make his/her
meaning understood if the reader is struggling ‘to construe the meaning of the
pause’? In a situation where the effectiveness of creative expression can be
measured in ‘breathing’, it is surely impractical for the writer to try to use the
tools and constructs of literary actions to communicate at all.

In his dark, laboratory corner The Author hears his readers misconstruing

and misapprehending his work. (Yet this is to presuppose that his meaning 1S

superior in some way to the interpretations of others — in terms of power
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structures and the expression of ideas that may be true, but the vexed question of
authorial intentionality and its relative merits cannot be ignored, as will be
discussed later.) If an idea or meaning cannot be expressed effectively in textual
form, due to the idiosyncratic nature of a language based in idiomatic and
empirical references, The Author wonders in his processes whether there are other
forms of communication taking place — and if so, whether the understanding of
these other languages affect the preparation of the text itself.

Certainly there are issues of semiotics and the cultural power associated
with the title of ‘Author’: the printed word still carries its own assertions of
authority, regardless of the efforts of many late Twentieth Century critics to
despatch every author to oblivion. Even with multimodality and the increasing
migration of text to electronic media the ‘text’ still remains in place, albeit in
altered forms of hypertext, html or other graphic representation. Whilst its form
and the manner in which it is transmitted and received may have changed, the
practice of textual consumption maintains a sense of its ‘authority’. The author’s
identity is in many cases unknown — and is often fragmented through the shared
(textual, graphic and programming) composition of online pages — yet the
resulting collection of images is possibly given even more of a sense of authority
through its appearance in new media form. Popular culture asserts that new is
good, new is right, new means better, regardless of the authenticity or accuracy of
the information displayed.

It would be easy to claim that the creative process defines its own
imperatives: the desire to inscribe implies the desire to communicate. And the
(re)creation or implementation of a personal register and syntax also reflects on
that need to express meaning, in whichever way a writer can. There are many

forms of language other than the written word, naturally: ideas can be expressed
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orally, visually (through art or in body language) or by touch. Indeed, as a species
humans have developed systems whereby each of our senses can receive or
transmit information which can somehow be translated into meaning — but that is
only to redefine the difficulties inherent in communication: it is translation, an
interpretation, and we are left ‘trying to construe the meaning’. The languages at
humanity’s disposal are as fluid as thought, as much subject to mutation, flow and

consequence as the processes which create it.

Conclusion:

Perhaps language is no more than an instinct of the species (or of any species),
primitive and protective, reproductive and preserving. If language of any kind is
flawed, indeed if all communication is so flawed as to make misdirection the only
available result, then the urge to create is a reductive one. Thus, any
communication must be better than none, even if its consequences are to prove
how ineffective the whole notion is. The only other available option is silence —
yet in silence too there is communication, as represented by Pinter or Beckett, or
the perfect haiku.

Startlingly, communication does take place. It is more than noise against
the background of existence. Voices are chosen or created, vocabularies and
idioms are constructed, methods of interpretation are taken into cultural usage.
Despite the exclusive, divisive nature of any form of language humans manage to
perform the impossible feat of expression and communicate with each other. The
choice presented to the writer is then how to exploit this ability for his/her own
ends. Should The Author corrupt the socially accepted norms of literary practice,
so as better to express him/herself, or engage with the conventions and

conceptions of language? For if readers cannot begin to formulate their own
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(accepted) understandings of words then authors cannot attempt to transmit
meaning (if that is their wish).
The difficulty arises that in order to point out how ineffective language is,

The Author must use effective language. In translation this may be easier for
others to understand, but to translate is to defeat his purpose:

Suddenly one word blazes amongst the mass of all the words

[...] that one becomes a little like your brother and you give it a

colour. When we write [...] we use words in black and white,

which are often most of the words we use, and then from time to

time there are words in colour, words which we know make up

part of us because we have given them a meaning, we have

given them a third dimension. It’s these words, without a doubt,

that we leave out regretfully, that we long to see fly, that we

long to see fall. We give them weight (Brel, 1986).
The challenge for the writer is to employ the range of actions which make up the
creative process to exploit this paradox. The process itself is as fallible as it is
fluid, and the tools and skills of language available to writers divide even as they
come together. “Only connect”'? Forster (1910) said: yes, but with whom?
Creativity must connect firstly with itself, with the agents and features of its
composition, before it can attempt to communicate with those readers outside of

its processes. It speaks to itself of its own meaning, whatever that may be, like

lovers do.

' The phrase “Only connect...” was famously used as an epigraph to Howard’s End. Its ’use has
been the subject of much conjecture, and has framed a great deal of debate about Forster's other
works as well as his sexuality. There is even an unofficial website dedicated to Forster and his
works called Only Connect: http://musicandmeaning.com/forster/



5
In which The Author speaks for himself

“You’re such a European S.0.B.”

Preface:

Near the door he looked back and smiled. “Did you know that
Alexander the Great used to wash his hair with saffron?”

I didn’t know what to say, whether he was telling me
something I should know or simply making conversation. His
eyes would have told me if he was being serious but 1 was
behind the counter and couldn’t see them. The door was open, as
always. In the late mornings at that time of year the angles of
sunlight are powerful.

“Kuko,” he said, coming back towards me and holding out
his hand.

I shook it. “Heike.”

“This is your shop?”

“Mine and my husband’s, yes.”

He looked around at the freezers, racks and shelves, at the
bottles, tins and packets lined up to the side of him, the cleaning
products and bags of feed. I saw him glance behind me to the
shotgun cartridges and cigarettes, watched his eyes inspect the
few boxes of early vegetables we had been able to bring to the
town. Indigo blue, like the midnight sky in winter.

“I like it. It’s tempting.” He smiled again, his teeth
showing wealth and comfort.

That was the word he used: tempting. I remember hiding
my surprised expression from him as put his glove back on.

“I’ll see you soon, I’'m sure. I live here now.”

“You do?”

“There’s a house a couple of kilometres away, near the
edge of a small lake far away from the road. Perhaps you know
it.”

“Perhaps.” His hair was dirty. The deep blond was hidden
by the shadows. Jori said he looked like he came from the south
and wasn’t used to the clarity of the sun. “What you said about
Alexander the Great and saffron: was that true?”

I don’t know why I asked. Sometimes the trees crackle on
their own, without the burden of snow or the urge to grow
flowing through them. I’ve heard them talking in the evenings
when the sun refuses to set. It becomes part of the air, like a
currency or a proclamation. We live with opportunities for
splendour and listen to them calling to each other in the wide,
flat nights.

“Yes.”

or
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As 1if they were praying, that’s what she said. Held that way,
hands held together in front of them, clasped, contrite, eager.
When the flames were extinguished you could still see them in
that pose, steam and heat lifting in plumes. No features. The
nearest was a man, old, judging from his frame, head bowed
slightly, shoulders hunched. Next to him a girl, surely, remnants
of long hair fused to where her collar must have been. Funny
what makes us human, recognisable even under those
circumstances. One of them must have been wearing glasses.
The plastic had melted into his eyes.

Small cracks and hisses pouted intent at us, and they led
us away. “We’re not sure about the roof anymore.”

In the courtyard ashes of aspens and birch were falling.
They looked like confetti, a grey black celebration of mourning.
We didn’t mention the smell when we talked to each other. The
sight was enough.

or
The lake is cold, colder than Alain imagines. He stares down at
the dark water with brutal eyes, seeing the threat it carries.
Perhaps it is his city childhood in Lille, but he can’t reconcile
himself to the theory of water and pleasure. Even the years in
Geneva with its delight at its geographical position have failed
to make him connect the two abstracts. For him water means
danger, the unknown, tides and currents to manoeuvre him from
safety. Oceans, seas and rivers are merely things to be crossed in
order to reach somewhere else, by whichever means possible.
Lakes, of course, are pointless.20
Then what? What purpose does creative writing serve for the individual writer
and/or the wider society in which he/she works? There are commercial issues,
certainly, those for whom writing is a profession, the few who publish and sell in
sufficient quantities to earn a living: some writers manage this, gaining a
contented and secure readership in whichever genre they (choose to) write. There
are fewer still whose agents or publishers can negotiate the film or television
rights to their fiction and can thereby live out their days in happy ignorance of
financial concerns with a large Hollywood cheque in their offshore back pocket.

And there are fewer still who are awarded prizes or a coveted place on the

‘Richard and Judy Book Club’ or ‘Oprah’ list. One book to conquer them all, as it

2 The Words We Use are Black and White, Chap. 9
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were, both in terms of publicity and sales. Yet most writers work for two years or
more on a text and receive nothing more than the standard publisher’s advance of
£2,000, if they receive anything at all. Still, they write.

Perhaps they write for renown, clamouring for the dual critical acclaims of
fame and respect. Surely if it is fame they are after they would be better off
auditioning for The X Factor? There remain the intellectual forms of renown, the
essence of the title ‘Author’ which sits so happily at dinner parties, the golf club
or around the pool. These classifications of ‘worthiness’ or ‘nobility’ are
sometimes enough to drive individuals to their dark corners, cloaking themselves
in references to Great Authors of the past and believing themselves bound for
similar respect long after they have died. Such convictions can provide the
stamina to produce work allegedly based on aesthetic or dogmatic principles, a
legacy of supposed genius: but these writers are creating for an audience as much
as the commercially-viable author, even if that particular audience is a theoretical,
future one.

Who is to say that successful authors, in terms of book and rights sales, are
less ‘worthy’? The market neither creates nor reflects qualitative judgements — the
term ‘aesthetic’ is itself highly subjective, and as such cannot be used to explain
the creative impulse on its own but merely to comment on the continuing
discontentment felt between practitioners and consumers, the debate between

Creativity and the Creative Industries.

Proposition:

Aside from professional reasons (and even then, since commercial success is only
something which can be measured after the creative process has taken place) the

question still lingers: why write? The sociological response is that the creative
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process 1s a representation of a collective cultural identity, a statement of the
individual’s role in the group and therefore a justification of that group’s codes
and values. By asserting elements of the shared human experience, even in a
negative way, such features are reaffirmed. Robert Keith Sawyer (2006, p.134),
Professor of Psychology and Education at Washington University in St. Louis,
states that:

creativity can only be identified and judged within a social

system [including] complex systems of social networks and

complex languages and systems of convention...the

sociocultural definition of creativity has been embraced by

almost all of the scientists who study creativity. We can’t

explain creativity if we persist in thinking it’s a trait of

individuals.
True, artists’ work is produced in the context of (a) social system(s) and complex
interpersonal and societal relationships — but part of the artist’s role is, as
individuals, to challenge such systems and thereby help the social group to evolve
(for, as any sociologist will promise, stasis is the enemy of any such group:
stagnation leads to fragmentation, both culturally and socially). To deny an artist
his/her individuality and replace it with a fixed, perfunctory position in a socio-
cultural environment is to remove any sense of creative choice from the artist’s
process — they are merely performers, acting out roles within a social group, and
their performances or actions are determined by the group as a whole, in advance.

Yet, individually, visual artists from DuChamp and Picasso (if not before)

to their natural contemporary successors in Damien Hirst, Tracey Emin and
Grayson Perry have subverted the accepted methods of artistic communication.
The Modernist architecture of the Tecton architects and Le Corbusier leads to
post-Derrida Deconstructivist buildings such as Rem Koolhaus’s design for The

Seattle Public Library. Man Ray’s corruption of the formal constraints of

photographic art influenced André Kertész and Cartier-Bresson, and the use of
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digital technologies by contemporary artists is stretching the boundaries of what is
possible and ‘acceptable’ every day.

In response to the censorship of his and others’ plays, George Bernard
Shaw (1898) declared that “all progress is initiated by challenging current
conceptions.” In terms of literary production this challenging was not new, even
in 1898 — works considered as ‘experimental’, or ‘provocative’ such as Gulliver’s
Travels (Swift, 1726), Fanny Hill (Cleland, 1748) or Sterne’s Tristram Shandy
(1759) could be said to have led to Jane Austen’s freedom to publish or to
Dostoevsky being able to write Crime and Punishment (1866), to Joyce, and the
logic of language. As André Gide (1959) says, it is the role (if not the duty) of
authors “[i]n every generation [to] make for disagreement. Through them we
become aware of our differences.”

The Author is an individual. He claims the right to work both within and
to the side of sociological systems, to realise their existence and where possible to
question the validity of their shared norms and codes — yet he does not claim to
exist outside of those systems himself: as has been stated before, he is not the
speed of light in a vacuum, and thus is a willing conspirator in the perpetuation of
social norms and values. But the processes of creativity require the conscious
understanding of the dialectical relationship between that which is being created
and the environment in which the actions take place. If The Words We Use are
Black and White produced a homogeny of interpretation then The Author would
consider his attempts at any kind of effective expression (or non-expression) to
have failed completely. Ironically, the reverse is also true: The Author hopes that

each reader will in some way understand his wish to point out the fallibility of
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communication.”' These chapters too are designed to illuminate the same notion
and to provoke a similar reception.

It is possible then that writers are guilty of social deviance by subverting
the conventions of literature, either in form or content, so as to express themselves
as they wish. But is breaking the norms of literature a criminal act, or is it merely
transposing messages to an alternative, potentially smaller, social group?
According to Sawyer,

Sociologists assume that the most important things to explain

are outside of people’s heads — the social groups that we belong

to; the network of affiliations; the complex structures of modern

creative work in large institutions; the complex and varied types

of audience that view, attend, purchase, and consume creative

products; the nature of the market that governs the transactions

between creators and consumers (Sawyer, 2006, p.134,

emphasis in the original).
Is the market (in this sense, the receivers/consumers of artistic work, regardless of
commercial intervention) so justified in its importance? Sawyer’s argument does
not appear to consider the sociological reasons for expression, the need or impulse
to create works of art — if a scientific approach is taken (his book is subtitled The
Science of Human Innovation) then scientific analyses of creativity are all that
will be produced, thus conveniently disregarding the reasoning behind creative
expression and the sociological interplay with accompanies the processes of
creativity. Others have considered such realms — the art historian and sociologist
Arnold Hauser (1982, pp.22-23), for example:

As Hegel said, the work belongs and does not belong to its

originator. The artistic drive, if that is what we want to call a

still unarticulated and indefinable artistic spontaneity, always

asserts itself according to the criteria of social needs and

expresses itself in forms which correspond to these. No
spontaneity ever leads to the production of works of art without

2 Anecdotal evidence suggests that The Author has got his way, at least on some level. The few
who have read The Words We Use are Black and White have disagreed with each other about key
points in the text, and also noticed different aspects of the ‘silences’ present throughout the

narrative. These are early stages, of course, but gratifying nevertheless.
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some relationship to society, to the interpersonal medium;

without a mandate; or without the expectation of some effect.

By the same token, no external stimulus, opportunity, or need

produces works of art, stylistic forms, or trends in taste without

an artistic impulse and a creative talent. We are always dealing

with the reciprocal dependence of two principles which are

equally constitutive. We cannot separate the subjective impulse

toward artistic creativity, the will to expression, and the talent

for expression from social conditions, nor can we derive the

subjective impulse from these conditions. Spontaneity and

causality are not in this connection radical alternatives: they

occur only in conjunction with each other.
This excerpt presents a reasoned argument, reflecting on the relationship between
the artist striving for (self)expression and the socio-cultural circumstances in
which such art is produced. Yet even Hauser is obliged to gloss over what he calls
‘the artistic drive’: his version of the dialectical interplay between creative
expression and sociological location leaves the creative act unquestioned.

The issue remains unresolved: why create? Specifically, why write? It
needs to be emphasised that creative writing is not a natural act: whilst the thought
structures behind it may be organic in nature, the process of textual composition is
synthetic. It is an artificial, constructed series of actions, using (mis)conceptions
of culturally agreed language systems to convey a meaning or meanings which are
as much in a state of flux as the systems with which they are conveyed. Since
language, especially in its written form, is a series of signs inviting interpretation,
even to consider writing as a means of effective communication is to ignore or

overlook the artifice of language and its socially given or approved

understandings. As Hauser insightfully points out:

If we say that we first have to learn the “language” in which the
artist expresses himself in order to understand his work, this can
be taken almost literally. Language here means simply an
instrument of communication, not only of logically discursive
processes of thought, but also of spontaneously discovered
irrational signs and symbols, even if these are based upon
practice and are tacitly agreed upon (Hauser, 1982, p.5 18).
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Thus, language by definition defies and denies understanding. Writers work
knowing that their readers are forced to rely only on their own perceptions of the
author’s individual ‘irrational signs’, at least in part. For Bakhtin, heteroglossial,
dialogic interactions are endlessly taking place both inside the text and between
author, reader and culture, an understanding of literary language (and
communication) described by Kathleen Wales as the “understanding of language
as a living, diversified construct between living, diversified speakers; language as
utterance in a social, and historical, context” (Wales, 1989, p.178).

Perhaps this is the vital aspect of the impulse to create — the knowledge or
hope that it is only at least in part, that some perception of the author’s intentions
will be received. In addition to the artist’s historical role of addressing the social
controls that limit creative expression in the wider sphere, as described above,
perhaps this urge for expression is a more private need, an attempt to manufacture
(for it is manufactured) meaning for one particular reader or social group, whilst
still challenging the limitations and understandings of the group, both in terms of
content/meaning and the cultural environment in which he/she works.

The risk here is that since writers (or, similarly, artists working in other
media) are using forms or norms of communication which are so fallible as to
make the transmission of ideas at best limited, in trying to extend one’s audience
— their understandings or their number — the ideas themselves must go through a
translation process to perform any interpersonal function. To write for one person
or group, perhaps, is possible: but more than one? Surely that must lead to the
hegemony of the mediocre, the ineffective, the inefficient?

As stated before, even though the actions of the creative process are by
design dialogical, creativity must connect (to recall Forster’s term) firstly with

itself before it can attempt to communicate with those outside of its processes.
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And the execution of that connectivity is ongoing, before, during and after the
creative ‘act’. It must speak to itself of its own meaning, long before any
considerations of audience reception. Even if one favours Bakhtin’s polyphonic,
heteroglossial route to a unified theory of literature and composition and his ideas
on the social constructionist view of language, the first prerequisite has to be the
creative act — without thought or an attempt at expression, there can be no
possibility of a carnival of dialogic languages.

The Author needs to consider how these dialogues affect the creative
process, or, more importantly, how the knowledge of the existence of this
exchange affects the writer and the processes in which he is engaged. Just as he
requires an ‘aware’ reader to perform the functions of co-creator or conspirator, he
himself needs to be aware: what is he doing, and why? In what ways are the
options and actions of creativity learning tools, a means to decide what it is that he
is questioning or examining? Can an exploration of these notions through creative
practice give him responses to his deliberations, and where might such answers
lead him next?

The ‘aware’ artist, then, wonders why he/she needs to express thought: is
the intention behind it more than a social necessity, a statement of cultural
existence? It could be that a particular creative impulse is driven by a crie de
cceur, a form of the primal scream instinct. Or the arrogance of consciousness
leads an artist to express him/herself purely because he/she can. In the case of The
Words We Use are Black and White The Author can apportion his impulse to
many separate factors: the pleasure of writing (the emotional comfort of a familiar
physical act); the reconnection in prose form to an emotional experience (the
‘atmosphere’ behind and portrayed in the poem Knowing the Temperature), a

need to try to reconnect with a more ‘natural’ authorial voice, after a previous,
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unsatisfying period of literary composition; the socio-cultural attributes assigned
to the title of ‘author’; the desire to entertain/impress/please those close to him —
the list is if not endless then certainly far greater than could be imagined here:
factors as small as the angles of light on an airport floor could easily have
contributed to the urge to write and create.

Yet these explanations, if that is what they are, are untrustworthy: they are
thoughts based in a post-text environment. As reflections on work that has already
been carried out they are subject to that process: to ask an artist what his/her
motivations were for a particular piece is akin to asking Alexander Fleming why
he discovered penicillin or asking Isaac Newton why he chose to sit under an
apple tree. Of one thing only can The Author be certain, and that is his (pre-text)
desire to explore through creative practice the question of communication and its
effectiveness.

To reiterate the words of Marquez (1984, p.322): “In the end all books are
written for your friends.” If, at least in part, artists are able to formulate an
intention for their creative acts at the moment of their inception, to decide or
become conscious of the reasons leading to that particular work, then the
processes undertaken to fulfil that creative impulse are exposed to those
intentions. The intentionality behind process, in advance of and heralding the act,
quickly becomes part of the act itself — even to consider writing a sentence such as
‘Lucy sells tickets at the weekend cinema’ involves engaging with many disparate
actions of composition, each of which has the potential to distort the intention of
its creation.

Thus the artist’s intention has to adapt itself to the processes of artistic
creation, and vice versa: just as the process of creativity is fluid and malleable. so

too must be the intentions which encourage them. The Author has to accept that
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his reasons for writing, his ‘meaning’ as it were, are proscribed and indented into
the text through the actions which make up composition — and they affect and
modify those meanings throughout the process. Similarly, the conceived
intentions for that composition are equally affected: what may have begun as a
creative study of the effectiveness of communication may well become no more
than a perceived representation of that intent. And if one takes into account the
socio-cultural limitations of that expression, is anything left for The Author to
claim as his own, as his intention? As Bakhtin (1981, p.294) says:

Language [...] becomes “one’s own” only when the speaker

populates it with his own intention, his own accent, when he

appropriates the word, adapting it to his own semantic and

expressive intention. Prior to this moment of appropriation, the

word does not exist in a neutral and impersonal language...but

rather it exists in other people’s mouths, in other people’s

contexts, serving other people’s intentions: it is from there that

one must take the word, and make it one’s own [...] Language is

not a neutral medium that passes freely and easily into the

private property of the speaker’s intentions; it is populated —

overpopulated with the intentions of others. Expropriating it,

forcing it to submit to one’s own intentions and accents, is a

difficult and complicated process.
The processes of creative practice are dialectic and dialogic, involving
communications between the artist and him/herself as well as those dialogues with
outside forces (be they sociological, historical or geographical). In order to assert
Bakhtin’s ‘appropriation’ of those processes writers use separate but interweaving
narrative voices which each expropriate language for their own (and the writer’s)
end. Yet voice, as a narrative or literary construct, is as artificial as the voice
which one uses to talk to another person. Rhetoric and register help to create and
define an identity for the speaker: when this speaker exists only in textual form,

without visual and aural means of communication, without the alternate languages

inherent in physical presence, the artifice is even more pronounced.
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Conclusion:

This chapter’s subtitle is ‘You’re such a European S.O.B.. It is followed
immediately by a section of narrative written in the first person, accentuating the
differentiation between voice, intent and communication. Similarly, the Author
could describe the reasoning behind his use of the second person in The Words We
Use are Black and White, the way in which its frequency and frankness increase
throughout the text to represent the artificiality of a novel, the restrictions of
communication in a text, the deliberate distraction and misdirection of the reader.
He could describe how the use of technical, idiomatic terminology relating to
baseball in the opening section of Chapter 13 is meant to demonstrate the limits of
language. He could attempt to define how in places each character merges with
the narrator, and follow that with an analysis of the various narrators present in the
work (the omniscient, the limited, the internal, the hidden, the implied, the
expositional etc.). Yet does it matter? Should anybody care what The Author has
to say, outside of the text? Do his proclaimed European sensibilities have any
bearing on how a reader reacts to the text?

It would be easy here to disappear into the familiar territory of reader
theory, but The Author resists. His concern instead is with the creative process
and the intents which spur it. And the actions of writing involve much artifice:
voice, stylistics, form and structure are all composed, practiced, deliberated upon,
constructed to deliver — yet to deliver what? If the writer’s intentions are
formulated by his/her role in a social group, then each text will also include a
socio-cultural representation of that writer. To extrapolate this, the texts are
depictions of the writer’s intentions, which themselves are depictions of social

understandings and belief systems. The content of each text would under these
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conditions be of lesser importance than the fact of the text’s production, its
appearance as a cultural icon.

Still, The Author writes. And although this is perhaps merely a function of
his social role he attempts something more, something beyond the fabrication of a
text. There is reason inside his process, in Hauser’s ‘unarticulated and indefinable
artistic spontaneity’. And this is not to denigrate or dismiss the innate human urge
to tell stories, to entertain and/or educate others with tales which reinforce or
challenge the group’s socio-cultural position, but rather to propose that artists’
creativity extends beyond those important storytelling roles.

In the case of The Words We Use are Black and White the ‘something
more’ 1s still undefined: what The Author’s intentions may have been at the start
of the creative process will have mutated throughout the actions of its composition
and will continue to change after the event. If those intentions correlate[d] to more
than a representation of authorship, of the acts of writing, then one might suppose
they indicate an idea or subject matter, yet if the subject matter is, as suggested,
language and silence, then how can he even attempt to transmit the
untransmittability of words?

For Bakhtin, ‘[l]anguage is...overpopulated with the intentions of others’.
The Author’s intentions for writing are as indefinable as the attempt to express
them, as fluid and transient as the process of writing itself. Yet just as Newton
perceived the motion of an apple as a means with which to examine his ideas, so
too do artists use their work to explore their own —and by extension society’s —
understandings. Whatever their intentions may be the work is conducted inside the
act. The current academic terms of practice-based or practice-led research fail to

focus sufficiently on the process: the work of art is not in the outcome, it is in the

process itself. And the aware artist, realising the conversations taking place
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between him/herself and the processes of creativity, lives and breathes inside a

dialogue never begun and never finished, like lovers do.
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6

In which The Author talks to himself

“Could you exist without your irony?”
Preface:
A dialogue never begun and never finished, occurring inside the process and
extending from one artistic expression to the next: “within every writer can be
seen to lurk, as a repressed but contaminating antithesis, a reader” (Eagleton,
1986, p.181). Contaminating? An interesting choice of word: contaminating what,
exactly? Is Terry Eagleton suggesting that if the reader in the writer did not
interfere with the processes of creativity the text would somehow be purer, more
in and of itself?

Yet his use of the word ‘antithesis’ is intriguing and possibly enlightening:
to pursue the Hegelian notion that thesis and antithesis must inevitably lead to
synthesis, it follows that the combination of author and reader (in the same
person) will create a new, higher model which involves but transcends them both.
The production of a text, therefore, is a historical movement, a direct and
inevitable consequence of the interaction between the writer/reader and
reader/writer — and the common representation of such a movement is to term it as
‘process’ or ‘progress’. That word again, ‘process’: even as it attempts to define
(or is forced to attempt to define) the innumerable sequence of thoughts and
actions which lead to creative production it implies a limitation of the realm of
that production. To define could be seen as to delineate, exclusively, to infer a
statement of what is and what is not involved in creativity. Any such action not
only ignores the fallibility of language but also misrepresents the dialectic nature
of human interaction. For even within the author/reader him/herself the dialogue

is subjective and depends on its own hermeneutics. Given that these small
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confines are based only on interpretations of (internalised) creative thought/action
dialogues, Gadamer would be proud and appalled at the same time, which is an

. 2
achievement.>?

Proposition:

Yes, The Author is also a reader, but a reader of what? It is not enough to
categorise a reader as merely a person who consumes texts: the actions of reading
extend beyond literary confines. An author has the same conversations as others,
interpreting faces and expressions, translating situations and signs. These readings
cover the full range of human interaction, whether interpersonal or between the
individual and the world around them — we all look up to the clouds and try to
read the weather from the direction of their travel, after all. To suggest that the
actions of reading only take place within the context of the written word is plainly
nonsense, and the range or limitations of what does and does not constitute
reading need constantly to be questioned: for who is to say accurately what
reading is, or indeed what actions take place within the outwardly self-evident
action of reading?

In whatever form this endless reading occurs its influences directly affect
the production of a text. Those readings are dialogues between the author and his
process, and as such inform the processes with which they communicate. For to
write is to engage in a series of interactions, internal and external, and through
them to construct a textual reinterpretation of those transactions. This Bakhtinian,

dialogistic nature of literary production has been considered by Martin Irvine,

amongst others:

2 Eor a broad outline of Hans-Georg Gadamer’s views rejecting subjectivity and relativism see
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/gadamer/, accessed 5/1/10.
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Bakhtin saw that literary texts were always dialogic in relation
to readers and audiences, and that literary discourse proceeds

only by referencing, quoting, assuming another’s speech or
words. The reader/audience is therefore always already

inscribed in the medium/message/text/visual sign. Discourses,
texts, cultural messages presuppose and embody a network of

implicit references, gestures, and unmarked quotations from
other works (Irvine 2005-6).

In following this thinking to its logical end it would be possible to imply that the
creative act itself is predetermined: for if the reader is ‘already inscribed in the
sign’, then the author could be no more than a functionary, carrying out
intertextual obligations — but such a suggestions leads far too closely to Barthes
for safety and The Author must protect his own existence, even in a metaphysical
state. Irvine’s discussion of dialogics, however, does not include the physical
producer of the text, i.e. the writer: his/her voice(s), and those of the culture and
location in which it is produced, join with those of the readers to create a dialogic
interplay: “Any literary discourse more or less keenly senses its listener, reader or
critic, and reflects anticipated objections, evaluations, points of view” (Bakhtin,
1971, p.189).

Yes, writers are ‘“referencing, quoting, assuming another’s speech or
words” (Irvine, 2005-6), but they are adding their own interpretations to those
words as they use them, their own understandings of each utterance. It would be
self-defeating to claim that authorship is simply a restatement of readers’
preordained cultural references. By that rationale, since a writer is also a reader, it
would follow that he/she is restating his/her own words, as arranged by semiotics,
and under that system no new texts would ever be produced.

Since the author/reader function is self-reflexive it is worth remarking
from where the contemporary definition stems: it is, after all, only 300 years old.

With the origins of copyright law in the Statute of Anne in 1710 the Western
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relationship between book producers and retailers became separated. The Act was
driven not just by power, politics and The Enlightenment but also by finance: the
subsequent ‘book trade’ created a division between authors and readers which has
grown as quickly as the market, leaving readers now to be seen as the dialectical
opposite to the authors who serve them. Such a market-driven culture denies
authors their place as readers — in terms of book production one is either one or
the other, never both at the same time. This demarcation of roles places readers
merely as consumers of a commodity, one of the participants in a commercial
exchange.

But reading is not a component part of the market, it is an action — or to be
more specific it is the name given to partaking in many interlinked actions — and
an author is as much engaged in these actions as any other person. The writer is
not only the inscriptor of the text he/she is also a reader of it. Any understandings
gained from the processes of creativity will be affected (if not driven) by the
dialogic transactions of such reading.

In Hegelian terminology a creative text is the synthesis of reading and
(artistic) response. But to follow the hermeneutical arguments of Hegel, and
through him to Gadamer, leads to the notion of (authorial) understanding. For
Gadamer, hermeneutics is not a method for understanding but an attempt “to
clarify the conditions in which understanding takes place” (Gadamer, 1975,
p-263). The use of schema theory by the fields of cognitive linguistics and poetics
point this out well, as does Cornelius Holtorf (2000-2008):

among these conditions [in which understanding takes place]
are, crucially, prejudices and fore-meanings in the mind of the
interpreter. Understanding is always interpretation, and it means
to use one’s own preconceptions so that the meaning of the

object can really be made to speak to us. Understanding is thus
not a merely reproductive but a very productive process, and
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interpretations will always keep changing during the reception
history of what is being understood.

Whilst the idea that an ‘object can really be made to speak to us’ is in these
circumstances a curious adaptation of Russian Formalism, Holtorf has
nevertheless highlighted the fundamentally interpretive nature of reading and
writing. The Author chooses his words carefully, according to the functions of
process, and part of that choice is in relation to his own interpretations not only of
the word itself but of his personal, sociological and contextual understandings of
the word — and these are led by his reading(s).

Beyond commodity and value judgements, or behind and in advance of
them, there is the challenge to codify, to communicate firstly with the reader in
the writer — he/she writes for him/herself first of all, chooses language and
structure which includes, as far as possible, the reader within and alongside the
writer. It is only through this interactive and continuous dialogue that the writer
can begin to identify whether or not he/she has chosen the right word — ‘right’
here meaning the word which most closely resembles the expression which the
writer desires. And such textual interpretations are as much in flux as the
processes of composition and reading, as Gadamer explains:

Language is the universal medium in which understanding itself
is realised. The mode of realisation of understanding is
interpretation. This statement does not mean that there is no
special problem of expression. The difference between the
language of a text and the language of the interpreter, or the gulf
that separates the translator from the original, is not a merely
secondary question. On the contrary, the fact is that the
problems of linguistic expression are problems of
understanding. All understanding is interpretation, and all
interpretation takes place in the medium of a language which
would allow the object to come into words and yet is at the same
time the interpreter’s own language (Gadamer, 1975, p.350).

As Malcolm Bradbury famously stated, a “conventional good read is usually a bad

read, a relaxing bath in what we know already. A true good read is surely an act of
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innovative creation in which we, the readers, become conspirators” (Bradbury,
2002, p.9). Yet the use of the first person plural here seems to exclude the author.
Naturally one would not want to accuse Bradbury of exclusivity or of discounting
the author’s role, and the quote serves its wider purpose in encouraging active,
engaged reading: but the link to Gadamer’s discussion of understanding and
interpretation is noticeable — the ‘innovative creation’ of reading relies on
interpretation.

The first reader of a text, and therefore the first interpreter, is its author.
And in such circumstances it is necessary to remove the cultural iconography of
the term ‘reader’, with its commodity-based insinuations. The reader here is one
manifestation of the author during the creative process: although he/she may fulfil
vital duties in that process he/she is simply one manifestation among many, a co-
conspirator or Genevese laboratory assistant in the composition and inscription of
a text. The readings which a writer carries out during the writing process, whether
based directly on the physical acts of textual inscription or as part of daily living,
are still intra-textual: that is, they are dialogic interactions and transactions which
will affect the text’s production. Bluntly speaking, they are part of the creative
process.

Eagleton describes the reader within the writer as ‘repressed but
contaminating’: yet the aware writer knows of the existence of these dialogues,
accepts their continued presence and enjoys the exchanges rather than repressing
them. Were their influence to be refuted, or be accepted but not examined, the
aesthetic and/or commercial development of the writer and his/her craft could
easily be restricted.

Since the reading process of the author during the creative act is active,

based in and around the full range of the actions of writing, even the
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contemplation of a word or phrase will affect the text produced. At its simplest
level this could be the correcting of grammar or punctuation, yet whilst such
changes are stylistic and therefore function to impart or clarify understanding, the
reordering of a sentence to remove a preposition from its end could lead to an
alteration of tone or style, to a sequence of words which alters the emphasis or
objectivity of prose, and/or to a shift in the thythm flow of the prose itself. And it
could be that no change takes place, that the writer instantly and perhaps
subconsciously contemplates a word and decides to leave it as it is. But this
almost automatic, immediate act of composition could change the words around it,
the sentence and/or sentences to come.

In such a way are the separate functions of writer and reader combined
into one process (or sequence of processes). And the aware writer has the
potential to join in this dialogue with one of his/her own: for if he/she knows that
these dialogues are taking place then he/she knows too that one change (or its
absence) will lead to others ad infinitum — and in no way does it have to be a word
or phrase which is altered (or not). One change, one minor alteration to the
conditions or composition of a text, whether it is the offer of a cup of tea, an email
received, the happy shout of a child outside the window or an instant reading,
reflection on and removal (or insertion) of a comma, will automatically lead to
others, through the change in socio-cultural and emotional location of the author.

There is cause and effect at work, in work: these intra-text actions will
eternally alter the writer. The acts of composition, of reading whilst writing,
change the author of that composition purely by adding the knowledge of those
actions to his/her store of information. He/she will not be the same person again,
as surely as if he/she had departed deliberately for one of the endless, parallel

universes which some physicists say run concurrently with our own, populated by
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other choices. And this alteration in the writer will affect post-text work and the
pre- and intra-text processes of future composition, running on exponentially from
each (possibly subconscious) decision. Perhaps this is the unbearable lightness of
writing — the knowledge that a writer can never be the writer he/she was before.
“Happiness is the longing for repetition” (Kundera, 1984, p.298).

Yet why do these textual changes happen: what causes the writer/reader,
knowingly or not, to mutate briefly into a reader/writer and (re)consider each
placed letter as it is inscribed? It bears repeating that this is not a discussion of the
editing/drafting stage of composition undertaken at the end of a text’s original
inscription (although such post-text actions are intra- and pre-text actions as well).
It is rather a consideration of Bradbury’s semi-automatic ‘innovative creation’, the
instant interpretation of exactly how successfully the constructions of language
have represented the writer’s intended meaning, undertaken during and as part of
the actions of composition.

Certainly there are socio-cultural reasons behind this close, creative
reading, this response to internal dialogues, as have previously been considered.
The author is fulfilling his/her social role, acting as the social group has dictated
he/she should act in the function of the creative process. There are stylistic
reasons too, the influences on the aware writer of location and position, of the
flows of composition, of the practicalities of hands and fingers not being able to
keep pace with the writer’s thoughts, amongst others. But then?

In Camus’s L’Etranger Meursault tells the judge that he shot the Arab “a
cause du soleil” (Camus, 1944, p.146) Whilst Camus’s Absurdist explanation
suits his character and his artistic, philosophical aims, the Existentialist
extrapolation that when reading writers make involuntary, unconsciously-made

creative decisions bears inspection well. If, as most critics have done since at least
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the Nineteenth Century, we reject the romantic concept of creative production as
being merely a non-interventive reproduction of art transmitted to the artist by a
higher being, then it is possible to claim that there is another form of unconscious
composition taking place ‘a cause du soleil’. To some extent writers could still be
acting as conduits, although to a higher order which is now the social group. They
transmit the texts which the socio-cultural environment writes for them — yet even
here the writer is performing compositional functions outside of that social
process: words are formed and chosen, structure and style are assumed, subjects
and meanings are arranged, and these cannot all be the choices of the social group
or the group would not evolve. ‘A cause du soleil’?

The transactions between the writer/reader and reader/writer take place in
action, in process. The problem with the knowledge of these dialogues, and with
the ontology inherent in them, is that it raises the metaphysical issue of the
fundamental principles of existence and reality of creative acts: for if the writer is
aware of one change leading inevitably to others then what happens if we reverse
the process of creativity and start at the other end? What choices led the writer to
where he/she is now, in the moment of inscription?

By pursuing this proposition of prior choices further, The Author is unable
to state with certainty that any word he has written is as the result of conscious,
reasoned, independent choice. “Lucy sells tickets at the weekend cinema,”> he
begins, and then Absurdly claims that he wrote it, yet its textual inscription was
the inevitable consequence of a previous choice, which itself was the product of a
previous choice, which itself...

Clearly, both the social group and the functions within it of the individual

are themselves the consequences of prior decisions: but in terms of the creative

2 The Words We Use are Black and White, Ch. 1
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process is the understanding and admission of internal dialogic transactions to
accept that the writer’s actions are predetermined by his choice to write, a choice
which quite possibly is/was not his/her own in the first place? For if all current
choices are determined by previous ones then the construction of a text is merely
that: a construction, an Existential production of previously made decisions,
creativity in kit form.

Yet literary creativity is not limited to ‘artistic’ production: these words
themselves are creative, artistic, aesthetic. The construction of these chapters is as
much a work of textual, fictional art as the most experimental poetics, a Le
Corbusier building or a Cartier-Bresson photograph. Its processes are thus in flux,
in motion, a product of the constructional undertakings which bring it from a
metaphysical supposition to a series of marks on a page, and thus are as exposed
to the fluidity of dialogic influence.

In spite of this knowledge, this interpretive understanding, The Author still
claims his work as his own. He, like any aware author, claims responsibility and
ownership for texts not because he has made conscious choices but because he is
aware that he made unconscious choices which only he could have made. It 1s his
work because he chose to start it. (When and why this choice was made is equally
open to question: in the womb? As a response to socio-cultural expectations?)
Through that choice — even if it not his own — the writer is led inexorably to
dialogues, conversations, transactions, both internal and external, and the text 1S
made.

So is it enough to try? Is it not art for art’s sake but art for the artist’s sake?
By trying to express, to fulfil “that artistic drive, if that is what we want to call a
still unarticulated and indefinable artistic spontaneity” (Hauser, 1982 pp.22-23), it

could be suggested that the artist is fulfilling his personal and socio-cultural role.
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As de Beauvoir (1948, pp.82-83) said: “Life is occupied in both perpetuating itself
and in surpassing itself; if all it does is maintain itself, then living is only not

dying.”

Conclusion:

In many ways the outcomes of creative processes do not matter. The end result is
a representation of where the artist is in relation to their previous choices. It could
thus logically be proposed that even to try to write is to write — and more so, when
the outcome of that writing is if not preordained then at the very least shaped by
that first choice, that of writing. All decisions which follow are thus determined
by that first one, the commitment by The Author to sit down at a notepad or
keyboard and indulge the creative process in whatever form it chooses to appear.
To follow this view to its conclusion, this, then, is the heart of the creative act: a
writer decides to write. Everything else, to a certain extent even notions of
aestheticism, is circumstantial.

Yes, this is a romantic ideal: the artist pursuing art in a garret in Paris,
living on stale bread as he scribbles by the light of a candle guttering on the ledge
of his tiny window. He is without a thought as to the reception of his work, caring
only about the writing and his own relationship to it. If he is aware then he knows
as he writes that the attempt is all that matters, that the product of his failing
labours will also fail since it is innately undermined by the nature of language and
the impossibility of communication:

It is sometimes said that the tragedy of an artist's life is that he
cannot realise his ideal. But the true tragedy that dogs the steps
of most artists is that they realise their ideal too absolutely. For,
when the ideal is realised, it is robbed of its wonder and its

mystery, and becomes simply a new starting-point for an ideal
that is other than itself (Wilde, 2006, p.152).
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But is this conception of artistic expression not also a pragmatic one, given the
sociology of creative process and the role of the writer/reader? As The Author
writes he knows that the attempt is everything. In whatever social group an artist
works he/she is fulfilling that urgent, evolutionary need to try to communicate, to
extend and expand the realms of human interaction, to strive for grandeur and
majesty even if only at the micro level. That attempt is doomed to failure by
definition, but it is enough to try — occasionally a word will escape, a phrase, a
sentence: those brief, transient moments when the artist looks at their work and
recognises his/her thoughts, offers them up to creative interpretation knowing that
the expression itself was as he/she had understood it during the processes of
dialogue and transaction. In the meantime it is enough to wonder. “The struggle
itself toward the heights is enough to fill a man’s heart” Camus (1955, p.90) says

pragmatically, understanding, like lovers do.
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7
In which change is exonerated
“I guess that you’re afraid to be alone or be alive”

Preface:

There is something about the literary life that repels me, all this

desperate building of castles on cobwebs, the long-drawn

acrimonious struggle to make something important which we all

know will be gone forever in a few years, the miasma of failure

which is to me almost as offensive as the cheap gaudiness of

popular success.

— Raymond Chandler (1997, p.82)

Success is a very difficult word to define or quantify, especially in relation to
creative writing. There are some measures which are perceived as constants:
‘success’ can be determined in commercial terms, the cold truth of sales figures —
though such numbers are themselves influenced by inconstant factors: marketing
spend; film and/or television tie-ins; profits versus advances; seasonal sales
(Christmas and/or summer holidays); sales in relation to expectations and/or
previous titles — and as such sales figures are about as effective a guide to writerly
‘success’ as a crossword clue: 3 Down. The quality of writing (10 letters).**

A text’s success could be measured simply in terms of publication: if a
text is published it must be worthy of publication, and by extension worthy of
reading, or so the argument goes. It may be critically acclaimed as the work of a
genius, a text which will change forever the lives of those who read it, and in spite
of its lack of commercial success it can still be proclaimed as ‘successful’ merely

through its entry into the marketplace. The text in question could be said to have

managed to communicate its ideas or meaning perfectly, be so effective in its

* The answer is ‘profitable’, defined by the OED as “beneficial, useful; yielding profit. lucrative.
The Concise Oxford Dictionary ( 7™ Edition), Oxford University Press, 1982. p. 822
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representation of the human condition that it illuminates aspects of humanity with
a clarity and perspicacity never before seen in print.

All of these views could be perceived as having some indication on the
‘success’ of a text, as long as the measure is itself in some way connected to
notions of readers and ‘the market’: and simply for an author to offer his/her work
to a friend to read is to engage in that market. Though it has been stated before, it
bears repeating: an author is not the speed of light in a vacuum. Gravity takes
effect. To discount the commercial publishing industry from conceptions of
literary success does not automatically mean that the writer does not consider the
market during the composition process — as a socially-active, conscious human
being it is part of his/her consciousness.

This could be seen as insidious, but that is to assume that the market (in its
wider connotation) has an entirely negative influence on the production of texts.
Even if the writer’s personal definition of ‘the market’ is a familial/cultural one,
the work produced is affected by the social recognition and understanding of
language. Such compositional conditions can therefore represent an opportunity
for communication rather than an obstruction — ‘success’ could be measured in
terms of how effectively the writer manages to convey ideas to his/her particular
audience. And naturally that audience could extend only as far as the author
him/herself, and his/her personal interpretation of the written text. By this
measure, perhaps the ‘success’ of a text is in how efficiently the writer/reader
communicates to the reader/writer, and vice versa.

Yet language and its interpretation are flawed: even within the writer, the
processes of composition restrict the scope and effectiveness of communication.
As Arthur Koestler (1964, p.176) says, “words are essential tools for formulating

and communicating thoughts ...but words can also become snares, decoys or

90



strait-jackets”. Language can impede or restrict creative endeavour, he says. It
“can become a screen which stands between the thinker and reality. That is the
reason why true creativity often starts where language ends” (Koestler, 1964,
p.177).

Since in 1949 Koestler threw a glass at Sartre and gave Camus a black eye,
despite the three of them being (excessive) drinking buddies, his words should be
Existentially respected. The creative process denies the ‘success’ of a creative,
aesthetic act, and the processes of textual composition cannot thus give access to
the ‘success’ of creative endeavour: what, then, is an accurate measure of creative
success? Given that a writer is partaking in a personal and sociological action, and
the text produced cannot adequately or uniformly be validated as a representation
of his/her artistic intentions — or, more specifically, can only be validated as a
mediated representation by interpretive readers (including the writer him/herself)
- the only remaining determination is in the undertaking. Since through the
fallibility of words the actions of mediating thought and expression into written
language defies and denies intention, interfering in the transmission of meaning,

the attempt is all: the author succeeds by writing.

Proposition:

It does not follow that any and every attempt is a success. There is an adage
seemingly endlessly repeated by professional and semi-professional cricketers
about some of their number: ‘fast bowling is not an action, it is a way of life.” The
Author himself has come across this maxim on several occasions, and thus can
validate the frequency of its use. The ability to bowl quickly is not one possessed
by many, and of those who possess this talent there are very few who are able to

do it consistently and accurately. Such skills do not come without dedication to
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training and practice, so much so that every waking second might be spent in
consideration of how that talent can be protected and refined.

Without wishing to romanticise or give to artistic activity similarly explicit
notions of physical hardship, the actions of creative process are nevertheless
arduous, entailing a commitment which is hard to maintain. There is a physical
aspect to writing which needs to be restated and emphasised: The Author, for
example, recognises that in order to consider writing a full-length text he has to be
willing to dedicate two years of his life to it — to the detriment (if not the
exclusion) of his social life, personal relationships, intellectual capacity (outside
of the text), emotional connectivity and, perhaps most importantly,‘his physical
and mental health.

The processes of creative practice require (for The Author at least)
constant mental and physical attention — as he falls asleep the processes are active,
as he wakes they return instantly to his conscious thought. He arranges his life
around the actions of writing: the necessary functions of daily life are planned
according to his creativity — and those plans are often altered at the last minute by
the needs of process; many a shopping trip has been delayed by the ebbs and
flows of creative practice. His sleep patterns are dictated by writing. Eating and
drinking must defer to the text. Exercise is refrained from or indulged in,
depending on the activities of writing. His body curls to that of his chair, the
muscles in his legs aching and wasting as he sits cross-legged in front of a
monitor. Thoughts fold underneath him like lost intentions. “Blue jeans tumbled
in the dryer”(DeLillo, 1986, p.138).

Every writer works in a different way, of course. But The Author is certain
that his particular physical and emotional experiences of creative practice are not

entirely dissimilar to that of others, Orwell (1965, p.181) for example:



All writers are vain, selfish and lazy, and at the very bottom of

their motives lies a mystery. Writing a book is a long,

exhausting struggle, like a long bout of some painful illness.

One would never undertake such a thing if one were not driven

by some demon whom one can neither resist nor understand.
Or Edna Ferber (1939, p.5): “Writing is not an amusing occupation. It is a
combination of ditch-digging, mountain-climbing, treadmill and childbirth.” And
the physical hardships are not limited to the writer him/herself: the owner of that
same voice which (influentially) disturbs the creative process with the offer of a
cup of tea must also endure that very process. A writer needs both support and
solitude in order to indulge him/herself in the torturous joy of creativity, as
expressed by Borges (1973, p.163):

A writer needs loneliness, and he gets his share of it. He needs

love, and he gets shared and also unshared love. He needs

friendship. In fact, he needs the universe. To be a writer is, in a

sense, to be a day-dreamer - to be living a kind of double life.
The process does not end with the completion of a text: every work is a post-text
action on the one before and a pre-text action on the one to follow. There is no
starting or stopping point — even when not engaged in the physical actions of
inscription, in the times between those points when a writer has the chance to
repair the damage which has been caused to his life by the previous text, the
compositional actions of writing are still taking place. It is easy to suggest how in
terms of creative process, writing is not an action, it is a way of life.

The measure of a text’s ‘success’ could thus be quantified in terms of its
completion (or that point at which the author decides it is complete). Although the
attempt to write is in many ways as effective a translation of creative intention as
the text produced, due to the interpretive nature of language, clearly it is not

enough merely to say ‘I’m going to write a book’ and then say you have done it as

well as it possibly could be done, without writing a word. That is not a text, it is
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an intention — or not even that: it is a statement of an intention which may not
necessarily be true. To write is to write, to commit oneself to the actions of
literary creativity and produce a text. (The temptation here is to say ‘a physical
object’, but in the digital age texts are no longer defined by their physicality, if
indeed they ever were — oral storytellers carried their texts in their memories only,
for example.)

Since post-text judgements of quality or merit are subject to the arbitrary
caprices of the market, in whatever commercial or personal form that market may
take, the ‘successful’ outcome of an act of creative writing can only accurately be
judged by the writer him/herself and the text’s relationship to the creative
intention, the cause and need to write and its expression thereof. Similarly the
attempt and subsequent completion of the inscription of a text, as defined by the
term ‘creative process’, is its own reward.

In such circumstances the outcome of the action does not matter, as long
as there is one. And the ‘process’ of creative practice is merely a sequence of
unavoidable consequences: if the contemplation and execution of the physical act
of writing are functions of a social role, and the decisions made as a result of that
act are inevitable, predetermined by that first choice — the one to write — then
‘process’ is no more than a natural, logical series of equally inevitable writerly
functions. Thus the fundamental acts of writing are the decision and performance
of writing. Everything else follows, as it must. By this reckoning, ‘creative
process’ is the term which defines an artist’s acceptance of their social function.

Discussing this intertwining relationship between the artist and the social
group in which he/she operates, Hauser says:

Even if it is the social body to whose needs art reacts with its

expressive, imitative, and evocative forms, the artistic stimuli
still flow back into the riverbed in which they had their origin
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and create their product from the womb to which they owe their

existence. This by no means represents the total influence of

society upon art; it asserts itself within the framework of [...] a

reciprocal functionalism (Hauser, 1982, p.89)
According to Hauser, then, the artist is reacting to his/her social group’s needs,
almost as if the work is dictated to the artist by the group. Yet it does not follow
automatically that the artist is devoid of volition, or that the ‘stimuli still flow
back into the riverbed’ — whilst the order of a social group sets its assignments
and limitations on each individual member, the artist is not filling only one role.
As participants in constant social exchange each person’s position within a group
is as much 1in flux as the creativity to which he/she is exposed. Though at one
stage in a group’s history one member may be a joiner, another a teacher, a third a
government official and a fourth an artist, there is nothing to stop these roles being
exchanged. The briefest tour of (Western) history shows that social mobility and
adaptability have always been present (although at different levels during different
historical periods). A farmer becomes a shepherd, a smith or a soldier. A soldier
becomes a politician. A woman is allowed to become more than a wife and
mother.

Each of these individuals can also accept the role of artist, either alongside
their other roles or instead of one or more of them, depending on their personal
relationship to what Robert Bresson (1986, p.72) described as the creative urge to
“make visible what, without you, might perhaps never have been seen.” Volition
exists, is celebrated and honoured within the (Western) group, and the artist is free
to accept the urge to creative practice. This is the choice, the acceptance of

creative process or not. Although there are many factors which influence that

choice — social, personal, cultural, circumstantial — it is the artist’s to make.
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He/she chooses to engage in a creative act. The processes of creativity are no
more than a delineation of the intention, contemplation and decision to create.

In literature ‘process’ is generally regarded as an articulation of the fluid
actions of composition, the thought, construction, inscription and amendment of a
text. Yet traditionally this description disregards what came before the physical
acts of composition, those pre-text activities which brought about the creative act
in the first place. Words change during the actions of composition: but it could be
that they change precisely because the process exists, not as part of it, that they are
already written before the author starts to write. Indeed, it might be before that:
the words could be written, altered, deleted and rewritten in advance, through the
inception and execution of the act. Writing would then not be a case of the artist
creating art from the air around them, grasping phrases and sentences from the
fleeting breeze and capturing them on paper before they disappear. It would rather
be a sequence of actions which ultimately produce the words and text the writer
decided to write, an act of demarcation and differentiation, of allowing the
creative process to take place so that the text is built with the words which the
writer was inevitably going to use, following his/her initial choice to create.

Thus, The Author writes:

For weeks Emily remembered everything he said, every note of
their conversation. She could tell you how his eyelashes moved
and describe the touch of his fingers on top of her hand. She
knew exactly how many slivers of onion fell from Jen’s hotdog,
could explain in close detail how the hairs at the edge of Adam’s

permanent seven-day beard wavered and wondered in the
silence.

She knew too that the Jays had given up an easy run on a
walk, single and sacrifice fly in the eight, and lost 6-3. Her
throat was dry and the cycling air inside the stadium, roof-
closed, was beginning to infiltrate her thoughts.25

25 The Words We Use are Black and White, Chap. 13
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These words appear in the text precisely because they were the words intended to
appear. They may not have been part of the original draft, or may have been
adjusted as the inscription/drafting process continued. They may change or be
removed in future drafts. Yet they are present in this moment of the intra-
text/post-text stage of composition, and their appearance is their own justification.
The creative process takes place and sentences are constructed. Whether this
means that the hairs of Adam’s beard ‘wavered and wondered’ or ‘twitched’ or
‘flinched’ is irrelevant, to both the text and its composition, for the process will

lead to the result which the text, the author and the socio-cultural situation intend.

Conclusion:

Change has to happen. For the aware artist this consciousness and acceptance of
process, of the elements and functions of process, allow the art to appear. To fight
this inevitable and sequential dialogue is to reject the socio-personal role: an
attempt to claim individuality outside of a socio-cultural location, to be the
exception to the structures of artistic creation, is to cease to partake in that creative
transaction. For the artist to break social codes, either through construction
methods or interpretive understandings, the artist first has to accept that those
codes exist. More than that, the artist has to accept their role within the social
group: it is impossible to expand the boundaries of what is possible through
creative practice without first having the knowledge not only of where those
boundaries are, but that they exist at all. And since the extents of what is possible
and/or acceptable are constantly changing, similar change needs to be welcomed
by the artist into their creative expression. Without this transaction the functions
of “artist’ cannot take place — or, to be more accurate, the natural consequences of

creative intention and execution cannot be allowed to present themselves.
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In some ways this understanding of the transactional nature of ‘process’
implies that anyone can be a writer: all an individual has to do is decide they want
to write, and then do so. The Author maintains that this is true. And not. The artist
is acting out a role in society, constructing art as an expression of his/her socio-
cultural position. He/she is an artist not through birth or circumstance but by
intent and design, by commitment, and most importantly by practice, in every
sense of the word. Yes, anyone can produce art — but the expressions contained in
that production are impure, mediated and mutated by the communicative
restrictions of the chosen medium.

Were the individual in question be unwilling to accept that impurity, to
maintain instead that their work is a perfect depiction of every thought and action
put into it, then the work would deny and defy itself: art is, after all, a
representation. It is real or true only in the sense of its physical existence as an
artefact. In literary terms it is a textual depiction of the result of an infinite number
of dialogues, transformed into and by authorial voice. As Salman Rushdie stated
in his Herbert Read Lecture in 1990 (or as was said on his behalf):

The novel has always been about the way in which different
languages, values and narratives quarrel, and about the shifting
relations between them, which are relations of power. The novel
does not seek to establish a privileged language, but it insists on
the freedom to portray and analyse the struggle between the
different contestants for such privileges (Rushdie, 1991, p.420,
emphasis in the original).
Although Rushdie was (by compulsion) referring to the freedoms supposedly
inherent in literary practice, his words can also be seen in the context of the
performance of that practice. Textual constructions lead directly to that impurity

of expression, to Koestler’s ‘screen which stands between the thinker and reality’.

Yet even that is to suppose that the writer’s actions are entirely his/her own, and
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not led to an inevitable and almost indefinable extent by the culture in which they
are created.

The Author claims his authorial voice is his own, and his alone. It is the
product of continuing dialogic transactions between himself (the range of
influences and stimuli which make up his personality) and his socio-cultural
surroundings, and thus could not be reproduced by any other person at any point
in time or space. The texts which result from this fluid interchange are equally his
own. In choosing language — or in having it chosen for him by process — he
defines and excludes, even from himself as the reader, for no one can hear his
(authorial) voice as well as he. Which leads him back to Camus’s ‘a cause du
soleil’, and the interesting threat of Existentialism: if no one can hear his voice
effectively, why write at all? Perhaps he will try (unsuccessfully) to retreat from
society and hide in the notion of art for the artist’s sake — he is a writer because he
chooses to write and then carries out that choice. The creative process takes care
of the rest, as long as he is aware enough to let it.

“Literature is the one place in any society where, within the secrecy of our
own heads, we can hear voices talking about everything in every possible way”
Rushdie claims (1991, p.429), defending his right to write. And sometimes those
voices are communicating to each other in secret, without the need to give a single

indication of the existence of language, like lovers do.
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8

In which the process continues
“Or be a boy without a girl”
Preface:

What would you have me do?

Search out some powerful patronage, and be
Like crawling ivy clinging to a tree?

No thank you. Dedicate, like all the others,
Verses to plutocrats, while caution smothers
Whatever might offend my lord and master?
No thank you. Kneel until my knee-caps fester,
Bend my back until I crack my spine,

And scratch another’s back if he’ll scratch mine?
No thank you. Dining out to curry favour,
Meeting the influential till I slaver,

Suiting my style to what the critics want

With slavish copy of the latest cant?

No thanks!

[...]

In short, I won’t be a parasite; I’ll be

My own intention, stand alone and free,

And suit my voice to what my own eyes see!

- Edmond Rostand (1998, pp.56-57)
But The Author is not Cyrano, proclaiming his words for the benefit of another.
Nor is he entirely an individual, as he would wish. His particular phrasing may be
original, his peculiar choice of double adjectives and long, run-on sentences may
be different from that of other writers, yet he is still working in the confines of the
limited, restrictive medium of text. Whatever his ‘own eyes see’ can only be
translated into his version of voice, his representation of the creative idea. And he
does so selfishly, hoarding language and meaning close to him, unwilling to share

the simplest of emotions.

Proposition:

The Author is, he knows, nearing a point where he will classify The Words We

Use are Black and White as ‘finished’. Perhaps this desire to hold something back
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from the reader is a consequence of awareness, a wish not only for readers’
interpretation but also to avoid explicit clarity so as to keep the emotion (or its
depiction) for another time. Again he wonders how intertextual dialogic functions
will affect him and his work — and more pressingly, how his consciousness of
those dialogues’ activities will influence what he writes next. For even if those
choices have already been made, even if the decision to write and to carry on
writing are the result of socio-cultural conditions, possibly from birth, the actions
of writing continue. Being aware of the limitations of textual composition and of
the processes which it encompasses does not mean that they can be changed: the
opposite could perhaps be more accurate — and the powerlessness or incapacity to
effect change can become a distinct hindrance to the production of work.
(Although if work were not produced that would mean that it was not supposed to
be produced, that the creative processes in force would have prevented a text from
being written as part of their workings.)

The quandary remains therefore of how much importance to place on
notions of ‘process’: if it is as intransigent as is being suggested then is it worth
considering the actions of composition at all? There is a noticeable dichotomy
here between the stated obduracy of creativity as a whole and the previously
emphasised fluidity of the actions of composition. But this professed contradiction
relates only when the two separate definitions of creative process are united into
one understanding.

The former representation of creative acts, that of their existence as
cultural artefacts, refers to the sociological actions of an artist, their role within a
social group. As DeLillo (1989, p.77) so beautifully phrases it, “if I were a writer
[...] how I would enjoy being told the novel is dead. How liberating to work 1n

the margins, outside a central perception. You are the ghoul of literature. Lovely.”
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In order to fulfil their social roles artists ‘work in the margins’ which the group
dictates for them. Similarly, the subject matter, approach and context of their work
are also strongly affected by the organic nature of any socio-cultural set. Thus the
process of creativity, once the artist accepts their designation as an artist (even if
only, or firstly, by themselves), is to a great extent pre-determined by the
(evolutionary) needs of that group. The artist in these circumstances is introducing
heat into a system which would otherwise be closed. His/her function is as an
antidote to entropy.

Yet the latter depiction of creative activity, that which focuses on the
perceived chaos of process at the micro level, relates to how the individual’s
actions are so open to mutability that it is almost impossible to identify where and
when each change is taking place. At this level it perhaps does not really matter
whether or not the artist is aware that textual changes may be not of his/her own
volition: nor (to a lesser extent) is it entirely necessary for him/her even to
recognise them when they occur. What is vital, however, is that the artist
understands their existence: without the ability to welcome them into creative
activity there is the risk that when change is noticed it is resisted, seen as an
outside intervention which in some way pollutes or demeans the work. Such an
attitude to what is naturally a fluid, malleable series of actions could not only
reduce the effectiveness of the work (by whichever method of quantification that
effectiveness is measured) but also the quantity of that work: the Second Law of
Thermodynamics, in action.

The Author thus wonders how such creative awareness continues to
present itself: the sequence of dialogic transactions which form such a large
proportion of creative activity (if not its entirety) naturally extends beyond the

processes of textual inscription. A text’s reception — its existence beyond the
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direct acts of its composition — impacts upon the process which created it: and
rather than being a separate function of the text its reception and consideration are
important facets of the actions of creativity.

The writer him/herself, engaged in the dialogic nature of creative activity,
similarly responds to these post-text interactions: since ‘process’ is constantly in
flux, since the writing of a text is by no means limited to the mere physical acts of
inscription, he/she recognises the translational nature of post-textual responses.
For even if such ‘readings’ are non-revisionist, textually speaking, they are
interpretive. It is more than reflection on the creative process — such terminology
implies that the actions are complete (to ‘reflect’ is to look back on actions
undertaken, to consider them as an event which took place in the past). And when
revisiting a text which has been previously ‘finished’ the thoughts and actions of
creative process are still taking place, even if that revisiting approach is only
mental — for a writer to think about the words he/she has written is to engage with
the processes which created them, and will create others.

Perhaps post-textual work could better be described as a reconsidering of
the text and the actions or processes which brought about its composition,
figuratively and physically. As well as being part of the (pre-textual) process of
other works, every post-text action is also in part intra-textual: through
reconsiderations of a text, attempts to increase awareness of the understanding of
the processes which shaped its construction, both the text’s reception and the
processes of its composition (and therefore the text) are in effect altered.
Knowledge of past actions infiltrates the present, which in turn influences the
future — without changing the text in any physical way that text can be seen to
have changed. As Rob Pope suggests, creativity is not an action which can be

compartmentalised into individual acts of creation:
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A@ we to think of ‘creation’ in terms of achieved objects and

finished products, what was supposedly created by some one-off

act (by a god or artist or author, for instance) and now exists

only as past fact.? Or are we to grasp creation in terms of

networks of relations and continuing processes: creating, with

the emphasis upon ongoing activity in the present (by us, here

and now, for instance)? (Pope, 2005, p.xv, emphasis in the

original.)
It is important to emphasise that these ‘networks of relations and continuing
processes’, as Pope so efficiently phrases it, are not limited to the writer as an
individual: to publish a piece of work (as in the Latin word publicare, to make
public) exposes the text and the processes of creativity within it to new, external
influences. Any comment made, either in print or in person, will feed back
directly to the actions of textual composition. And such comments do not have to
be about the text itself, or indeed even about the writer: to comment on a text’s
existence, to acknowledge its presence as an artistic expression, a textual
composition or an artefact, will always refer back to the processes of its
inscription.

The approach of literary critics has traditionally been in this post-textual
manner, exploring and investigating a text as an ‘achieved object’, an artefact.
Whilst this has its value, in its own domain, it disregards the functions of process
in relation to pre- and post-textual consideration. It removes the awareness of the
text’s author as to these processes, removes the possibility that the author
him/herself is changing the text merely by imagining its existence and reception.
The Author of these words, alert to this disregarding of his continuing actions,
thus chooses to capitalise himself not only to differentiate himself from other

writers but also to proclaim his participation in the constant flux of creative

process. The recognition of the work of Barthes, and by extension to that of
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Foucault in regard to reading, makes this capitalisation even more pertinent: The
Author exists, and he is also The Reader.

As such, and in his (inescapable) capacity as writer/reader, The Author is
constantly making decisions about text — and which text here is unspecified, as he
is always engaged in pre-, intra- and post-textual activities — in a conscious
manner. Whether or not his choices are already made for him, sociologically
and/or subconsciously, he is still active in that process: he makes them, both sees
them and needs to see them in action. Without the evaluation and reconsideration
parts of the creative process (if indeed they can be so defined, so fragmented from
the ‘whole’ as to categorised as separate actions) a writer cannot recognise his/her
actions.

Each writer is different, of course, and performs these
editorial/compositional deeds in their own manner and at their own stage of a
text’s inscription. The Author, for instance, knows that he can obsess about a
particular word or phrase and be unable to continue the physical construction of
his text until he has resolved the particular lexical or expressionist dilemma,
whereas others find such precision in drafting both unnecessary and intrusive to
the flow or rhythms of writing. He has personal knowledge of another’s approach
to process, in which large areas of text are enclosed in brackets to be dealt with at
a later date: “[the lower section of a horse’s bridle?]” or “[insert cinematic
metaphor]”, for example.

But no matter when in the act of artistic composition such revisions or
alterations are made, they are done so consciously. Authorial autonomy extends
beyond the decision to write, even if that autonomy is dictated by cultural or
personal forces. And it is through being aware of these choices, by being willing

to seek out the moments when choices are (sub)consciously made, that the author
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can try better to understand his/her own creative process and his/her relationship
to it.

In the context of literature writers choose language consciously. They
construct, review and rework texts using measured, calculated considerations of
expression and (intended) meaning to form sentences and paragraphs. “Lucy sells
tickets at the weekend cinema”?, The Author writes. Yet the choice to include
this quote in these chapters on several occasions is at least partly ironic: it is the
first sentence of the (current) text of The Words We Use are Black and White, and
as such represents the inception and formation of the text well, but in the original
draft the text began with “Lucy has nothing to do and nowhere to do it. She sells
tickets at the weekend cinema...” The text’s opening sentence is in its current
state as a result of intra- and post-text revision, of awareness and understanding of
The Author’s creative process. This awareness also acknowledges that the
sentence could change in the future, that although The Author has decided that the
text is ‘finished’, the acts of writing are still in progress and could lead to another
revision.

Yet paradoxically this same understanding also acknowledges that it is in
itself incomplete, that The Author’s perception of his process is as much in
motion as that process itself. The Author writes, but he also reads. The results of
these personal, social and inter- and non-textual readings form part of his literary
creative process, and the post-text reconsideration of his texts, this awareness,
loops back into the pre- and intra- states of his actions like “trillions of protons
[racing] around the Large Hadron Collider accelerator ring 11,245 times a second,
travelling at 99.99% the speed of light.” (CERN, 2009) Creative collisions take

place, deep in the corner of a Genevese laboratory, and the aware writer reacts to

2 The Words We Use are Black and White, Chap. 1
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those collisions with more trillions of protons. In a system of production as fluid
and dynamic as creative practice the need to engage with this endless, looping,
self-reflexive and self-affecting circle of activity is fundamental, as is also the
recognition that the awareness of creative functions is also no more than a
transient, incomplete understanding of process in the present, a statement only of
Pope’s ‘ongoing activity in the present (by us, here and now)’.

This manifestation or demonstration of creative volition further challenges
the notion of the absence of volition in creativity. Creativity and its processes
could perhaps theoretically be traced back to that first moment, to the thought,
decision and completion of the attempt to write, to the physical and emotional
energy expelled in the attempt: but it is still a series of conscious actions,
whatever its cause. The Author thus remains unconvinced about the pre-
determinism of the extension of socio-cultural positions on creative practice.
There must be independence, or at least a representation in the artist of creative
independence: writing is a human activity, undertaken by humans, for humans and
about humans, and each individual uses, reads and interprets language in his/her
own particular way. As Conrad (1994, p.41) says, “I like what is in work, - the
chance to find yourself. Your own reality - for yourself, not for others - which no

other man can ever know. They can only see the mere show, and never can tell

what it really means.”

Conclusion:

Since during the actions of composition choices are consciously made, since texts
are ‘composed’, it is important to emphasise in regard to volition that each person
approaches these decisions differently. Though it might be possible to reduce all

these decisions to sociological, cultural and/or physical location, this 1s
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impractical when considering the individual’s writerly acts: no generic or global
description of the acts of process can tell the writer about their own practice — they
may inform, they may influence, they may in some ways mirror the responses
which the writer feels to their own actions, but they will not — and cannot — be
truly accurate. If such a situation or theory could be shown to be applicable in its
entirety beyond one individual writer then the actions of creativity could be
replicated, leading to the hegemony of expression, to the removal of both art’s
place and function.

Art is individual. It is the artist’s response to his/her stimuli, the cause-
and-effect relationship of perception and expression. For the duration of the
creative process (which is itself endless, cyclical and fluid), Steinbeck (1969) said
that “[t]he writer must believe that what he is doing is the most important thing in
the world. And he must hold to this illusion even when he knows it is not true.”
The Author is inclined to disagree, in part: those moments of artistic expression
cannot be categorised as illusionary — the functions and processes of art, as
sociological and/or individual expression within the limitations of language(s),
depend on the artist’s dialogical transactions, and these are far more ‘real’ than the
art produced. If an illusion is taking place it is only in the transposition and
translation of thought into expression. If the artist is aware of and responds to this
dialogue then for that moment — as fleeting and transient as thought — nothing else
matters.

The conversation is ongoing, by necessity as well as by design. The
Author talks to the reader in himself and no one else, and the reader talks back. It
is only through this manifestation of process, if not a delineation then a conscious

acceptance, that he is able to try to talk to someone else and hope to be heard, like

lovers do.
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Maman Sulpice was buried in a cobalt blue dress with overlays of
broderie anglaise around the neck and repaired stitching at the hem. It didn’t

matter that no one knew why.
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Where Do I Begin
(to tell the story of how great a love can be)?"

Notes on Like Lovers Do

“Everybody knows that this is nowhere,
Nobody knows that this is nowhere,
But you've got to be there,

Yes you got to be right there.”

' From “Love Story (Where Do I Begin?), Francis Lai (music), Carl Sigman (lyrics), New York,

Famous Music Corp, 1970
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1.
The Author

The identity, concept or even the existence of the author is a topic which has
engaged and exhausted many postmodern philosophers and critics, and most if not
all of the issues raised by an examination of the title ‘author’ have been
considered at length. Perhaps the designation and the range of its functions can
consequently only be defined by critics, or to be more specific perhaps they are
the only ones who want to define them. In this seemingly endless power struggle
between theorists exists a search for self-validation, of the critic or author, or both.
I have named myself as The Author neither to negate Foucault’s historicist

dilemma, nor to compound it. “Its presence is functional in that it serves as a
means of classification” (Foucault, 1977, p.234), and no more. To define an
‘Author’ in literary, cultural and/or sociological terms is an entirely different
contention, one which is not attempted here. But Barthes must nevertheless be
dismissed, and suminarily so: in the case of Knowing the Temperature, and in
what is in many ways its sequel, The Words We Use are Black and White, “The
Author’ is a de facto demarcation of one individual’s work and process. It is a
statement of status, of demanding attention in this instance only in so far as it
categorises the functions of one human in the production of the texts. As Foucault
says:

The author’s name is not a function of a man’s civil status, nor

is it fictional; it is situated in the breach, among the

discontinuities, which gives rise to new groups of discourse and

their singular mode of existence (Foucault, 1977, p.235).
Further than this (or perhaps because of it), the ‘I who writes this is not the same
author who wrote the novel, or the poem before that. Nor do I represent the same

character who bore out the creative process in the preceding chapters. I am instead

a function of this text, existing only in the moment. and 1 am not an implied
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author, as represented in Booth’s The Rhetoric of Fiction (1961), or an implied
narrator, whether reliable or not — I am the physical and emotional embodiment of
the consciousness behind these words at this precise moment only. The author (or
The Author) is as subject to the fluidity of process as the work he/she produces. I
claim authorship as I write, yet once the text is defined as finished — in terms of its
physical inscription — I can only claim that same authorship in the past tense.

Both textually and linguistically, we are left with only ‘I write this’ or ‘I
wrote that’, and since such phrases sit comfortably in everyday communication
we can assume a consensus of language, if only for practical reasons. I could go
on to say ‘I will write that” and still not receive quizzical looks, although such a
proclamation is impossible to make: the ‘I’ who makes the statement is not the
same ‘I" who will write: post- and pre-text actions of process will take care of
that, even if Foucault does not.

The postmodernist or post-structuralist view of such precise declarations
would naturally be to deny this determinacy. In the constant state of revolution
endemic to the postmodern condition this use of logic or reason defies the lack of
flux in each sign and signifier: both the author as a concept and The Author as an
identifying construct are victims of their own deconstruction, and whilst as an
individual I am able to apply my own perspective to (my) authorship, I can do no
more. In response to the application of post-structuralist theory one (amateur)
critic, in the widest sense of the word, responded thus: “Postmodernism? Yeah,
well it’s all just bollocks though, isn’t it?”"!

While one might question this choice of language and phrasing, it is in
many ways still difficult to disagree with the sentiment. The wonderful and

entertaining irony is that many postmodernists would also have to agree, as by its

! Said by James Singer, a friend of the author, in personal conversation, 12/1 1/09



very nature postmodernism relies on the indeterminacy of the sign-signifier
relationship and the worship of the 1d, in a pluralist sense, implying the idea of a
socio-cultural group in which everyone agrees to disagree:

The advantage of the postmodernist position [...] reside[s] in its

capacity to combine — in however paradoxical a manner — both

practical and aesthetic moments of judgement: both the

Aristotelian notion of phronesis, or the application of general

rules heteronomously determined by local habits of thought, and

the Kantian notion of taste, or the free, reflexive discovery of

rules in the light of indeterminate, transcendent ideas of

community (Ingram 1992, pp.119-120).
Yes, you can have it both ways. There is no need to seek an alternative literary
rationality or group philosophy, not when every idea can (and should) be
decentralised to the point where every critical interpretation is as ‘right’ as any
other, is as relativist only as it needs to be, regardless of any apparent connection
to the text. When Lyotard discusses the death of meta-narratives, or Lacan talks of
the ex-centricity of the subject to itself, “the pre-eminence of the signifier over the
subject” (Lacan, 1972, p.70) authors everywhere howl in pain. But since they/we
do not exist, that does not appear to matter.

Yet we know of Lyotard, Lacan, Barthes etc. primarily as authors, not
philosophers: though their theories and philosophies are still debated, each
continues to exist in the human consciousness because of his/her publications, not
because of the oral transmission of their theories. Their words have been studied
to the extreme, individual phrases or sentences being extrapolated to imply,
support, prove or disprove whatever the next theorist chooses them to. And their
words and theories have often shown a disconnection to that which they choose to
argue. Even Foucault had problems with notions of authorship and the single

author: “Each time T have attempted to do theoretical work, it has been on the

basis of elements from my own experience” (Foucault, 1985, pp.35-36). Without
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the prime acceptance of authorship, of the notion of an individual performing an
act of composition and inscription, Foucault is thus unable to work.

The reception aesthetics of Iser and Jauss, springing as they did from
Gadamer’s hermeneutics, as least bear the existence of the author with them, even
if reader theorists choose to discount authorial intention. Heidegger’s
phenomenological approach, what Eagleton calls “hermeneutic phenomenology”
(Eagleton, 1983, p.66) accepts the idea of (the author) being/existing within
creative process not outside of it. Heidegger’s conception of Dasein might be seen
as ignoring the fluidity not only of creative practice but also of time and place, yet
it accepts the impossibility of true objectivity inherent in the interplay of
languages (written and other):

Language for Heidegger is not a mere instrument of

communication, a secondary device for expressing ‘ideas’: it is

the very dimension in which human life moves, that which

brings the world to be in the first place. Only where there is

language is there ‘world’, in the distinctively human sense

(Eagleton, 1983, p.55).
It must be remembered that writing is a human activity. At the most basic
theoretical level it demands a humanist perspective simply because it is conducted
by humans, for humans. I am a human being, engaging with creative process in
textual form, and thus state myself as ‘the author’ of The Words We Use are Black
and White to delineate my part in the actions of its composition, whatever they
may be. I mean no more than that — I am ‘the author’ because societal, sign-and
signifier conventions of language dictate that I am: that is the word contemporary

society chooses to use to describe the functions I carry out, so that is what I am

called.
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2.
The Reader

One of the main difficulties with established reception theory is that it fails to
consider the role of the author as being anything other than an originator, working
to produce a literary product. Yet this is to presuppose that authors and products
are mutually compatible, that to write is to seek to produce, as if there is no other
aim of creativity than to be consumed. The New Critics dealt with such a
quandary instantly and efficiently: from I.A. Richards, Leavis, and Wimsatt and
Beardsley it was a simple step to Jauss, Iser and Fish — remove intentionality and
Gadamer’s hermeneutics can easily be transformed to sidestep the author
completely and focus instead only on the dialogues between the text and the
reader. The author of the text, it seems, is not only absent, but also unnecessary.
Iser explains: “The phenomenological theory of art lays full stress on the
idea that, in considering a literary work, one must take into account not only the
actual text but also, and in equal measure, the actions involved in responding to
that text” (Iser, 1980, p.50). Note that he mentions the text and the ‘actions
involved in responding’, but not the actions involved in creating it in the first
place. Such trivial details are of no interest to the reader-centric functions of a
consumerist society.
Jauss’s thoughts are equally aimed at the production aesthetic:

A literary work [...] awakens memories of that which was

already read, brings the reader to a specific emotional attitude,

and with its beginning arouses expectations for the “middle and

end”, which can then be maintained intact or altered, reoriented,

or even fulfilled ironically in the course of reading (Jauss, 1982,
p-23).

For these theorists a text can only exist in relation to other texts, to expectations
and/or historical/cultural positions, and to conventions of reading undertaken by a

consumer of literary arts. One wonders whether Seventeenth Century systems of
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patronage were removed by copyright law and authorial identification or if they
were merely replaced by a more subtle, commercially-arranged network of
patrons and producers. And the postmodern devotion to consumerist sensibilities,
wherein we are all producers of our own texts in the act of reading, found its ideal
location in the work of Stanley Fish. Certainly his conception of interpretive
communities has some vague relation to logical thought — it is after all impossible
not to bring one’s own socio-political, cultural and intellectual history to a text.
Yet to frame whole communities with the same reading conventions, detailing
specific interpretive strategies, is to deny the individuality of the reader. It would
be as logical to say that every text written in the same time and space is the same,
since authors share that cultural identity.

Unlike critics of the French school these theories at least acknowledge the
existence of the author — yet to exclude ideas of how texts come to be written is to
deny half of the question. How do authors compose? More precisely, since the
author is also a reader of his/her own text, how do actions of reading affect the
creative process, on a conscious level? One of Gadamer’s responses to
Heidegger’s positing of Dasein was to question the implications of its historical
location on textual understanding. According to Brice R. Wachterhauser, for
Gadamer, since this location is therefore fluid, “our rational ability to make such
judgments does not rest on some deep, permanent structure, transcendental reason
or human nature, but rather it depends on our changing self-understanding”
(Wachterhauser, 1986, p.38).

What happens, I wonder, if instead of leading automatically to reception
theory such attitudes are applied to the author and creative process? Writers are
readers too. We read our texts as we write, both instantly and after the fact, for

revision purposes: does the same ‘changing self-understanding’ not also apply to
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the author, during and inside the creative process? If the processes of reception
theory are correct then writers are ‘normalizing’ the text (to use Iser’s
authoritarian and ludicrous word — who would want a normal text?) during the act
of its composition. Yet given that reading alters one’s perception of the text,
author and self, each act of reading would thus be undertaken by a different
reader. By extension the next acts of writing would be undertaken by an author
changed by reading: in consuming a text, whether one’s own or someone else’s,
the actions and expressions undertaken would engage with the writer/reader’s
personality and (socio-cultural) experiences already gained, to produce a new
amalgam, a changed, and therefore different, author.

On the micro level this implies that an author reading over what he/she has
written 1S not the same author who then carries on writing: each chapter,
paragraph, sentence and/or word produces and is produced by a different author.
Derrida’s claim of total (textual) indeterminacy thus extends backwards from the
reader to the text itself, and on to the writer, yet in his examination of reception
theory Terry Eagleton explains that “[t]extual indeterminacies just spur us on to
the act of abolishing them, replacing them with a stable meaning. They must [...]
be ‘normalized’ - tamed and subdued to some firm structure of sense” (Eagleton,
1983, p.71).

McLoughlin (2008) and Harris (2009) invite us instead to see the
writer/reader performing another function, that of the reader not as a post-text
receiver but as an active co-creator. This “accomplice”, according to the subtitle
of Chapter 2 of Like Lovers Do, is reading using an alternative methodology to
achieve alternative results — the actions of reading allow the author consciously to
lay Ingarden’s ‘schemata’ in and of the process of composition, if required:

although the amount to which an author wants to calculate meaning and attempt to
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govern interpretation is up to the individual. In explicating a quote from Derrida

Alberto Manguel writes thus:

A writer can construct a text in any number of ways, choosing

from the common stock of words those which seem to express

the message best. But the reader receiving this text is not

confined to any one interpretation. While [...] the readings of a

text are not infinite [...] they are not strictly dictated by the text

itself. For this reason, the author [...] who wishes to preserve

and impose a meaning must also be the reader (Manguel, 1997,

pp-183-184).
It is therefore up to the writer/reader to decide how much he/she wants to
‘impose’ meaning, an exercise which sounds more like an attempt to stimulate
hegemony than to create aesthetic expression. The modern author has long since
strayed from authoritarianism, even if both words share the same stem, and the
conscious acts of creative process, inside that process, consider the reader (or
group of readers) less than they engage in a Bakhtinian dialogue with the
reader/writer. The author’s first reader is his/herself, a truism which must be

recognised, considered and celebrated more than reader theory would have us

allow.
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3.
The Environment

Much is made of the physical locations of writing. The website of Jane Austen’s

House Museum proclaims thus:

The house g\t Chawton is where she spent the last eight years of

her life. It is of international importance as the place where she

did the majority of her mature writing, but at the same time

retains the charm of a village home. A 17th century house, it

tells the story of Jane Austen and her family [...]. From a literary

perspective the House provides an insight into the life of a writer

of her time - a life that is to this day slightly enigmatic.”
Rebecca Smith, the house’s Writer in Residence, writes in her blog that amongst
the questions she has been asked is “[h]ave you adopted any of Jane Austen’s
writing habits under the influence of the house (and possibly her presence!) or do
you share similarities in your style of writing already?” (R. Smith, 2010)

The National Trust describes Monk’s House, in East Sussex, as an “18th-
century weatherboarded cottage, novelist Virginia Woolf's country retreat —
featuring the room where she created her best-known works.” In its description of
Hogarth House in Richmond www.ukattraction.com writes that “[the Woolfs]
occupied half of the double brick Georgian house until 1924. During German air
raids Virginia slept in the basement which became the press room after they
founded their publishing venture, Hogarth Press in 1917. Here Virginia set the
type for T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land in 1923.”*

The commemoration of events is a natural part of societal change — the
connection to history confirms our current position — yet does the fact that Woolf

set the type for The Waste Land in some way change the text itself, or our

interpretation of it? Rooms where writers worked are proclaimed to be preserved

> http://www.jane-austens-house-museum.org.uk, accessed 2/4/10

} http://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/main/w-vh/w-visits/w-findaplace/w-monkshouse.htm, accessed
2/4/10

* http://www.ukattraction.com/london/virginia-woolfs-house.htm, accessed 2/4/10
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‘just the way they were’. This is patently a fallacy: not only has time moved on,
altering the way in which the room is viewed (in terms of industrial and
technological advancement, the room’s perspective and the surrounding vista), but
the author and his/her family are absent. A room cannot be ‘as it was’ any more
than it could be ‘as it will be’.

Such rooms are also viewed differently, according to the wishes/desires of
the viewer: a lover of To the Lighthouse (1927) will react to a visit to Monk’s
House in a different way to someone with only a passing interest in Woolf — we
bring our own individual preconceptions and ideals to every situation, and thus
will receive different ‘readings’ of authors’ work environments.

Visits, recreations, reconsiderations and interpretations are always post-
event activities, undertaken to try to explore (fixed) influences or attitudes which
may have contributed to texts’ inscriptions. These fail adequately to recognise that
the environments in which writers work are as mutable as the (process of) work
itself. As Graeme Harper puts it, “creative writers engage with their creative
environments fluidly, in personal and public acts, through thoughts and feelings.
Simply considering textual evidence cannot get us close to the truth of their
habitats” (Harper, 2009, p.177)

What is needed instead is event analysis, an investigation into how ‘their
habitats’ affect what writers do while they are actually doing it. This will naturally
lead to an appreciation that “[a writer’s] creative environment is, simplistically,
indivisible from the self and from the cultural milieu in which he [finds] himself”
(Harper, 2009, p.175). There are many various aspects which combine to form the
habitat in which writers function. Some of these have been considered: literary
criticism abounds with examinations of individual’s social, cultural and temporal

positions, yet these studies often miss how these influences at times connect and
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at other times work independently to create the ‘whole’. Yet as Harper points out
such an environment is not an entirety but an amalgam: “[The writer] change([s]

within, and because of, his creative environment. He construct[s] it, react[s] to it

and he recreate[s] it” (2009, p.174).

In her essay on authorial voice Debra Adelaide (who by no means a
coincidence is the author or editor of ten books) considers the starting point for

creative work:

When we write we are looking outward, reaching towards a
page, a computer screen, then towards a reader, no matter how
remote or inaccessible that reader might be at the moment we
start to write, no matter how far off the journey, how inchoate
the story, the ideas, the very phrases. It is like setting off for a
foreign country, with no map, and the barest of supplies. We are
looking up and out towards a dark or hazy spot on the distant
horizon, or just beyond it. But if that voice is to work, we must
return to earth. We must reverse the gaze, to an inward one,
back to the text and its point of origin. Here in the pauses of the
phrases, in the breaths between lines, in the aspirated sounds of
the punctuation, the emphasis, in the blinding contrast of black
marks on white page, here is the writer's voice, a culmination of
incipient idea, empty longing, and long, long journeying into an
unknown that, paradoxically, is urgently desired. We return to
the text’s point of origin and the voice of the text is finally
realised (Adelaide, 2007).

The metaphor of a journey is a strong one — and in order to set off on that journey
writers need a starting point, to themselves be placed in time and space. On a
conscious level this may only be a physical location, a space in which writing is
allowed to take place, but even this is open to question. Robert Olen Butler has a
cottage behind his house in Florida purely for the purpose of writing, yet
circumstances often prevent him from working there:

The important thing is that I write everyday [...] I'd rather be in

[...] my writing cottage but I cannot indulge that prefe'rence, and

I will write anywhere to maintain my daily connection to my

unconscious. Indeed my first four published novels were written

[...] on my lap, on amazonite lapboard, on legal pads on the
Long Island railroad as 1 commuted back and forth to Manhattan

to my job (Butler, 2011).



Butler’s particular creative journeys are influenced by his circumstances, his
personal ‘habitat’. Though we may wish to be able to recreate an author’s creative
environment in order to examine his/her creativity, such recreations are merely
that: re-creations. Writing does not happen in the past tense — of Woolf’s presence
at Monk’s House a website devoted to the Bloomsbury Group comments that
“[t]here are only echoes of Virginia Woolf at Monk’s House but the house is full
of reminders of the talented circle in which she moved.”’

Examinations of past writers’ practices can give clues as to their process —
although it is vital to remember that they, as we, are historical figures working in a
specific locus. Creative writing takes place in motion, in the action, not in
completion. To assert that Jane Austen’s life ‘is to this day slightly enigmatic’ is
an obvious statement, as we can only look at her actions and work in a post-text
environment. What a writer chooses to do, and why, are details which are forever
lost unless the writer tells us those facts inside and during the ‘journey’, as
Adelaide phrases it, of their creative process. Even then, their words are subject to
interpretation and questions of truth, honesty and intention, for the act of stating
those ‘facts’ will reflect back on their process. The habitat will change. It will be

constructed, reacted to and re-created as fluidly as the texts which come from it.

’ http://bloomsbury.denise-randle.co.uk/monks_house.htm, accessed 2/4/10



4.
The Subject

The declared aim of The Words We Use are Black and White, made in advance,
was to explore the inherent failures of and in human communication. Systems of
language evolve, fluidly and continually: words lose meanings and acquire others;
idioms and metaphors mutate; dialects expand and contract. Signs develop not
alone in themselves but in relation to other signs, other referents, each as
culturally formulated as the next:

The ‘healthy’ sign, for Barthes, is one which draws attention to

its own arbitrariness - which does not try to palm itself off as

‘natural’ but which, in the very moment of conveying a

meaning, communicates something of its own relative, artificial

status as well (Eagleton, 1983, p.117).
It may be the case that moving from the relativism of post-Heidegger, post-
structuralist views to logocentrism is taking it too far, yet it is sometimes hard to
argue with the individuality of linguistic ‘truth’ or ‘meaning’ — language divides,
separates, classifies according to geographical, social, cultural, educational and/or
temporal locations. New media constructs have accelerated this multimodal
separation through increased (means of and speed of) communication, creating
new languages, new paradigms of interpersonal dialogue and new or alternative
methods of dissemination: Saussure’s proposition of (a) stable, closed system(s)
seems ever more illogical, perhaps even unreasonable, in light of the socio-
cultural development of language.

In this situation effective communication is if not impossible then

extremely complex and convoluted: if all signs are ‘artificial’, evolving and
mutating each time they are used, it is easy to see how Kristeva would come to see

using language as a form of exile: “How can one avoid sinking into the mire of

common sense, if not by becoming a stranger to one’s own country, language, sex
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and identity? Writing is impossible without some kind of exile” (Kristeva, 1986,
p-299). Writing can only take place, according to Kristeva, with the writer as an
outsider looking in.

Yet to work with words/signs which deconstruct themselves in the course
of composition is not the self-defeating, debilitating act which such an idea
implies. Deconstruction is also reconstruction — Derrida speaks of ‘play’ within
language and discourse, as an inventive, creative act. Rob Pope describes this
Derridean act of invention as being “both a rehearsal and a refusal of what is
familiar and expected, a contribution to and an intervention in the occasion”
(Pope, 2005, p.64). And Derrida’s ideas were not new, even in their expression. A
hundred years previously Mallarmé phrased a similar notion of this ‘contribution
to and [...] intervention in’ the use of language:

In the hands of the mob [language] leads to the same facility and

directness as does money. But in the Poet’s hands, it is turned,

above all, to dream and song; and, by the constituent virtue and

necessity of an art which lives on fiction, it achieves its full

efficacy (Mallarmé, 1956, pp.42-43).
Whilst Mallarmé’s words are used as a defence of or support for Symbolist
poetry, there are perceptible connections here with Nietzsche’s Dionysian
concepts: language is to be enjoyed and celebrated, used as required for the author
to express him/herself regardless of the apparent complexity or ‘difficulty’ of the
text. In the case of The Words We Use are Black and White, for example, since the
(stated) subject of the text is/was the impossibility of communication, it therefore
seems appropriate (if not inevitable) for the creative process to (have) include(d)
elements of linguistic “play’ within the text, to revel in Barthes’s ‘jouissance’ and
‘le plaisir du texte’ (Barthes, 1975).

Authors have the opportunity to celebrate the inherent divisions of

language, to cultivate them textually as much as they try (and fail) to bridge them,
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to direct then misdirect the reader. In some cases this ‘play’, relating to Bakhtinjan

expressions of carnival and heteroglossia, thus re-establishes the artificiality not

only of signs but also of writing and authorship itself, as each individual's
language(s) is/are viewed from the perspective of another’s. To its author’s view,
no effective communication takes place in the action of The Words We Use are
Black and White — characters misunderstand each other, in words, expressions and
actions — yet within those misunderstandings are created new, alternative
understandings which are as valid for the characters as they are for the reader. In
this way the conversations within and outside of the text can return to the
hermeneutical philosophy of Heidegger and Gadamer:

To reach an understanding with one’s partner in a dialogue is

not merely a matter of total self-expression and the successful

assertion of one’s point of view, but a transformation into a
communion, in which we do not remain what we were

(Gadamer, 1975, p.341).

The dialogic nature of fiction since the Eighteenth Century involves such
‘transformations’, to use Gadamer’s word. Each dialogic transaction leads to a
new position, creatively and textually, and these transformations or translations
within the author show the problems in attempting effective expression: for how
can writers communicate when as they work both they and the thoughts they are
trying to express ‘do not remain what [they] were’? In many ways (textual)
miscommunication is more expressive than communication, since it allows more
open possibilities of other forms of language and (mis)communication, thus
giving author, reader and author/reader the opportunity to allow for the fluidity of
creative expression.

Saussure’s closed systems are not only illogical but also limiting.
creatively. By choosing instead to ‘play’ with language, or indeed to have such

‘play’ forced upon us by the constant mutation of signs, each word means what
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I/you/we want it to mean at any particular time, and none of us will agree. It
would be a simple step from this position to assert that writing is therefore a futile
act — in view of the lack of other forms of dialogue (body language, intonation,
emphasis etc.) on offer to the reader the text is assigned more significance, its
accuracy more importance. As Pynchon says, “why is everybody so interested in
texts? [...] You don't understand [...]. You guys, you're like Puritans are about the
Bible. So hung up with words, words” (Pynchon, 1966, pp.78-79).

Yet the text is all we (choose to) have. Writers persist in creating, knowing
that the language which they treasure and curse will at times repress them: the
word is never quite right, the phrasing never accurate, the adjective(s) never
precise enough. It is a struggle against Derrida’s proposition of total textual
indeterminacy, in which the medium denies the transmission of meaning even
from the author to him/herself. This awareness of the fluidity of language allows
authors to ‘play’ apparently without consequence, giving them an excuse or
escape if their texts are perceived as lacking in meaning, insight or effective
expression. But this same ambiguity of meaning is part of the creative act, a study
of language through language, where the mutability of the text is considered not
exclusively in a text’s reception but also in its inception and inscription,

creatively, by those who play with words.
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5.
The Intention

Since the New Critics began to question the idea of ‘Great Words’ being shared
with us from the minds of ‘Great Writers’, the question of authorial intention has
occupied the thoughts and pages of many critics and philosophers. From Wimsatt
and Beardsley’s eloquent dismissal of intention, changing the cultural icon of a
text’s appearance, sociologically, into a Verbal Icon, through Poulet’s urge to
remove the ‘I’ from the reader and let him/her assume the author’s consciousness
through/in the text, and on to re-evaluations of the work of Husser], Heidegger,
Gadamer, Hirsch and Derrida, to name but a few, the vexing problem of whether
or not we as readers should care — or even listen to — the author’s intentions has
continued to trouble and intrigue writers, readers and critics.

It is an issue which also appears to have no middle ground: either we
validate authorial intention or we ignore it. Of E.D. Hirsch, for example, Burke
writes that he

accepts the limited gains made by the stricture of textual
autonomy but resists the growth of relativism and interpretative
pluralism concomitant upon abandoning any determining
standard of critical validation. In arguing for authorial intention
as such a standard, Hirsch distinguishes between meaning (the
original and fixed intentions of the author) and significance (the
relative and historically variable interpretations which given
periods impose upon a work) in such as way as to establish the
former as valid and objective, the latter as relative and
subjective (Burke, 1995, p.68).
This suggestion that a text’s meaning is different to its (‘historically variable’)
significance implies that ‘valid’ meaning is imposed upon a text only by its
author, a notion which chooses to ignore the fact that authors too are

representations of a ‘historically variable’ society. Any text is at least in part a

product of the time and space in which it was composed, a depiction of a social
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group’s norms and beliefs. Whether or not the author intended it to be, it is a
codification in language of that time and space.

There is also the problem of language itself, the level to which an author is
able to use it to deliver or convey his/her supposed intentions. In order to form a
hermeneutical circle of understanding, within, around and concerning each
individual text, each reader must attribute the same meaning (or perception of
meaning) to language as that which the author intended. For Derrida this issue is
impossible to overcome:

Intention is to be recognised, and respected, but on condition

that we accept that its structures will not be fully and ideally

homogeneous with what is said or written, that it is not always

and everywhere completely adequate to the communicative act.

There will be times at which crevices appear in its hold, at

which language resists, or wanders away from the speaker’s

determinate meaning [...] Intention is within signification, and as

a powerful and necessary agency, but it does not command this

space (Burke, 1992, p.140).
Thus Gadamer’s horizons of understanding can only be seen if each viewer
attaches the same signification to each word. “In the process of understanding
there takes place a real fusing of horizons” Gadamer (1975, p.273) says, a
statement which could be read as denying that understanding ever takes place, for
how are readers to know with any certainty that their horizons are seen from the
same vantage point as the author’s?

This leads to one of the dilemmas with questions of authorial intention,
one which has been conveniently under-examined by post-text literary critics and
philosophers: can the author be certain of his/her intention when writing? Even if
we are able to hear of that intention directly from the author, any descriptions or
explanations would be subject to the same complexities of signification and

understanding as the text itself. Added to this is the recognition that statements of

authorial intention are usually only made after the fact — they are post-text
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reflections, answers to questions, advertising blurb, and therefore have been
affected by the process of writing: it is, after all, easier to say what you are writing
about when you have already written it.

On the occasions when authors proclaim their intentions before or during
the inscription process, perhaps as a result of commissioning, for advance
publicity or for more personal (academic?) reasons, is it possible to believe or
trust those proclamations? Aside from the structuralist/deconstructive linguistic
difficulties of the accurate transmission of meaning, one must ask to whom the
author is speaking, and why? What image of him/herself and/or the work is he/she
trying to portray, and to what ends? For if a writer overtly declares their intentions
as they are writing a text, are they not proposing a reading or interpretation for
their own personal gain, whether that is financial, reputational and/or egotistical?
Although one may believe a writer’s (reasons for stating his/her) intention, it is
impossible to be certain: any doubt is enough to cause the reader’s view (or
horizon) to be little more than subjective and speculative.

In many ways the beautiful imperfections and inconsistencies of language,
especially written communication, leave the author’s intentions hidden or
irrelevant. Yet there is another, more fundamental aspect to authorial
intentionality: instead of asking an author what he/she intended his/her meaning to
be, perhaps we might try to find out why he/she chose to write — by which I mean
not only the financial, social or historical reasons behind a particular text, but also
the creative impulse to use the creative medium itself.

In his 1946 essay “Why I Write” Orwell delineated four possible motives:
“(i) Sheer egoism [...] (ii) Aesthetic enthusiasm [...] (iii) Historical impulse (-]
(iv) Political purpose” (Orwell, 2004). These are all valid reasons for writing one

text or another, but he does not explain why he writes in the first place except to
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say that “[f]lrom a very early age, perhaps the age of five or six, | knew that when
I grew up I should be a writer.” The personal and social imperatives behind
writing, indeed behind any artistic endeavour, remain unchallenged.

Some sociologists have attempted to investigate this need for the
expression of the individual within the group, either as part of the wider
evolutionary structure of social groups or as the development of the individual
themselves (within that group’s power structures). Yet literary criticism favours
the text over its production: the circumstances of textual inscription are only
considered in light of the ‘finished’ text, as a result of that text’s reception. One
wonders how pre- or intra-text decisions of creative intent affect the ensuing
action 1tself: if an author makes the decision to write about this subject or that,
how does that affect the creative process? In such cases is an author’s meaning
aimed, arranged in and through the constructivist use of language so as to cause
effects, as the word ‘intention’ implies?

“The problem of language is subtler and would take too long to discuss,”
Orwell says in “Why I Write”: yet to propose that meaning is manufactured only
through textual construction (rather than through construction, dialogism,
reception, différance etc.) could be seen as another way in which aesthetic
expression is constrained by the processes of creativity and the implications of
authorial ‘intention’, another restriction on the fluidity of meaning. And for
matters of expedience or practicality it seems to have been forgotten by post-text
literary discourse that authors’ intentions are themselves as fluid as the processes
by which they are expressed. Intentions change during and because of the acts of
writing, and different intentions will lead to different changes, all relating to and

influencing each other, helping to shape the whole range of activities which make

up creative practice.
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6.
The Argument

The index of Alberto Manguel’s 368 page book A History of Reading (1997)
contains only three references to writing. How can it be that such a large study of
both the history and practice of reading can directly refer so little to the processes
which make it possible? Similarly, for the second half of the Twentieth Century,
most literary criticism (by which I mean that carried out in its name, that
conducted with Capital Letters) prioritised the reader’s actions at the expense of
those of the author, to the extent that the author was removed from analyses
completely, as if one action was possible without the other.

Writing and reading are seen as separate acts — more significance is
imparted to the actions of either the reader or writer. The phenomenology of
Hirsch and Poulet, described by Burke (1995, p.67) as “identifying the whole
range of linguistic effects with the consciousness of the author”, is then countered
by Robert Crosman:

We encounter the true alternative to the proposition that readers
make meaning, the very common-sensical and widely accepted
belief that authors make meaning [...] Hirsch “proves” his
contention by eliminating the reader and the text itself as
possible loci of meaning: texts themselves cannot “mean”,
readers’ interpretations differ, and only the author is left as the
source of meaning. Clearly Hirsch’s argument rests upon the
unstated assumption that a text can have only one meaning
(Crosman, 1980, p.156, emphasis in the original).
All of these theorists and theories seem to have dispossessed themselves of one
vital aspect: the writer is also a reader. We write using our own individual
interpretations of signs, as perceived widely and also in specific constructivist
terms, then proceed to deconstruct our words as soon as they are imagined. by
reading them. The writer/reader and reader/writer could well have different

interpretations, different perceptions of Hirsch’s/Crosman's “meaning = in the
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case of The Words We Use are Black and White, for example, are Alain’s eyes

really brutal, or is this merely the perception (and implication) of other characters’
perspectives, including that of the narrator? The writer/reader and reader/writer
is/are unsure on this matter, as he is on many others. To suggest that either is
inherently ‘right’ is to miss the dialogic, polyphonic nature of modern (post 1710)
fiction, as proclaimed so convincingly by Bakhtin.

Even now, the actions of the writer and the reader are detached from each
other. Post-structuralism and deconstruction (almost by definition) are primarily
only interested in the text itself, never in the reading or writing of it. More
fundamentally than that, these processes are seen as binary opposites, functions
which could never exist in conjunction with each other. The socio-linguist Jacques
Leenhardt, commenting on the rise of ‘active’ readers, still manages a less than
gentle aside at some of his colleagues, at those who would instruct us in our
reading:

Some critics thus find their self-justification in their status as

intermediaries between a writing that wanders in the labyrinths

of its own devising, and a reader who is asked to play with the

text but who, unprepared to do so properly, is more than ever

dependent on the knowledge and ingeniousness that characterize

this generation of critics (Leenhardt, 1980, p.208).
Cixous takes another view, that of the writer as somehow able to transmit ‘“‘texts
that are as close as possible to an inscription — conscious or unconscious — of the
origin of the gesture of writing and not of writing itself’, going on to describe
Near to the Wild Heart by Clarice Lispector (1943) as “a text that has the audacity

to let itself be written close to the very drive to write” (Cixous, 1992, p. 161). This

notion of authorial honesty or purity also disregards the artifice of language and

the construction processes which go to make up a fext choices are made

consciously, in and of the action of writing.



To propose that writers are able to transfer unconscious thought into text
without at some point considering structure, syntax and lexis bows gracefully to
Romantic ideals of writers as conduits. Post Saussure, this view also fails to see
the intertwining relationship between langue and parole which blurs (or
demolishes) the distinctions between them. For Bakhtin, utterances exist only in
relation to other utterances. Language is an entity which lives only fleetingly.
moving from one dialogic interaction to another, to be re-appropriated for
another’s uses: “Bakhtinism [...] posits implicitly a unity of process and a
continuity of effects” (Rutland, 1990, pp.128-129, emphasis in the original).

Cixous’s suggestion of unconscious inscription also ignores the acts of
reading whilst writing, acts which can either be the literal reading of the words on
the page or the wider, sociological readings not directly linked to textual
composition. In order to compose a text a writer has in some way to process the
(reading) stimuli he/she receives, whether that is intellectual, social or
environmental. By focussing on the author as the deliverer of
original/divine/unconscious thought patterns the presence and influence of the
writer/reader and reader/writer is ignored, as Graeme Harper has recently pointed
out:

such suggestions fail to understand the nature of intentional and
unintentional action in Creative Writing, action that is brought
about by conscious choice and action that occurs because we

have the neurological inclination and information to initiate it
occurring (Harper, 2010, p.92).

Choices are made by the author as he/she works. One choice leads to another, and
to another, and reading whilst writing, in the action, forms an important part of the

decision-making process behind those choices. It is not reading in the sense that

post-text literary critics would have us believe ‘creates’ a text, although

paradoxically a text’s creation is indeed influenced by that reading. For the
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author/reader is composing text which relates, reflects or represents that which
he/she chooses it to, as best it can. He/she chooses language and phrasing which is
affected in a circular pattern by the reader/writer. Reading whilst writing thus
performs a different yet similar function to post-text reading, as phrased (perhaps
over-simplistically) by Mike Harris:

The primary task [...] is, obviously, writing. Critical reading, to

be sure, is part of writing in both research and revision but it’s

not the same kind of critical reading that a literature student or

literary critic does. This is because it has a different purpose.

The text writers read most of all is their own text, which isn’t

finished yet. They read it over and over again as they revise:

constantly changing it in the hope of making it better (Harris,
2009, p.35).

Yet this revision which Harris speaks of is not limited to editing or drafting
processes, undertaken after a completed version of a text: is it rather an illustration
of the whole process, the consideration given to language and/or meaning as a text
is written. Writing is an unnatural act, using synthetic, artificially created
conceptions of language, which are at best representations of human thought. The
circumstances of a text’s creation involve many dialogues, one of which is that
between the writer/reader and the reader/writer, reconsidering (perhaps
subconsciously) each letter as it is placed upon the page: that this consideration
should itself be subjective is natural, yet to fail to consider the reader/writer when
discussing the production of a text is to exclude a vital, organic part of textual
construction.

It is unclear as to what degree the reader in the writer affects the
production of a text. Quite possibly it varies enormously, according to the
individual’s performance of process, but even Cixous’s ‘inscription...of the origin

of the gesture of writing’ must include manifestations of the reader/writer, if



subconsciously. In his book Writing and the Writer Frank Smith discusses the

matter of who, exactly, is doing the writing, and how, thus:

We can pause in the manual activity of writing and listen to
ourselves rehearsing a few words, a sentence perhaps, before we
write anything down; a muttering before the uttering. Sometimes
we mull over a phrase or two and then reject them; they are not
what we want to write. Sometimes we think of some words we
want to write but cannot write them because we are walking or
driving a car, or perhaps are in the bath. So we hope to
remember the words, and rehearse them from time to time in our
head. On the other hand, sometimes the writing seems to come
first, perhaps primed by a word or two that we have rehearsed in
our mind. We have to look to see what we have written, and
may even find it is not what we expected or wanted to write.
Often the writing and the inner speech appear to be concurrent;
it is not clear whether we are “reading” what we have written as
we are writing or are writing to our own dictation. Perhaps any
of the alternatives is possible and we switch from one to another
— sometimes the hand leading the inner voice, sometimes the

converse, and sometimes the two proceeding in tandem (F.
Smith, 1982, p.105).

In these descriptions of some of the writing actions who is doing the writing, the
writer, the reader, or both? At least some consideration should be given to the
transcription processes of inscription, the moments when the author translates
his/her thoughts and ideas into a written language, instantly reviewing and
revising. To discount these (self-)editing functions of the writer detracts from or
entirely ignores one of the aspects of the craft of writing, and does not help either
the writer or the critic to reflect on what is taking place in the creative act. The
Words We Use are Black and White is in part a discussion between the

writer/reader and reader/writer, as a result of which choices are made. Words lead

to words.



7.
The Choice

Creative writing happens within societies — it is an activity which allows us to
entertain and educate, to challenge or reinforce shared cultural values. Yet this
social interaction relies upon the shared understandings or interpretations of
individuals joined into a social group or groups. As Caryl Emerson says,
discussing the dialogics of communication:

According to Bakhtin, each social group — each class,

profession, generation, religion, region — has its own

characteristic way of speaking, its own dialect. Each dialect

reflects and embodies a set of values and a sense of shared

experience. Because no two individuals ever entirely coincide in

their experience or belong to precisely the same set of social

groups, every act of understanding involves an act of translation

and a negotiation of values. It is essentially a phenomenon of

interrelation and interaction (Emerson, 1986, p.24).
To engage in this ‘phenomenon’ in literary form, without the immediacy of direct
interpersonal communication, demands that the writer makes many choices. The
first of these is in choosing the art of literary expression, in claiming or accepting
the social position of ‘author’. For an individual to commit to the processes and
acts of writing is indeed a courageous choice: authors expose themselves to the
validation of their social group by sharing their work. Similarly, the group allow
the author to comment on those shared values, to validate or question them
through textual inscription. Like any artistic expression, creative writing takes
place within a setting of interconnected social norms and ideals, and forms a

covenant between those who demonstrate or explain (authors) and those who

receive and remark (readers).
Vitally, this exchange does not rely on publication or commercial
validation: authors work within social frameworks, the conditions and culture in

which they live providing contemporary versions of Foucault’s archaeology,
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always mutating and evolving. All acts of expression are thus embedded in the
material conditions of the culture which surrounds and informs them, and work
produced in those conditions will be affected by (and affect) the socio-cultural
location of its creator. The choice to write, then, is a socio-cultural choice, one
which in itself changes the relationship between the writer and his/her (micro)
society.

Yet choice is constant for the writer: even if the choice to write is framed
by cultural and social needs he/she is consciously making creative decisions in the
act of selecting words and phrasing. For David Lodge, “[a]ny language is
necessarily a finite system applied with different degrees of creativity to an
infinite variety of situations, and most of the words and phrases we use are
prefabricated in the sense that we don’t coin new ones every time we speak”
(Lodge, 1980, p.505). By choosing to choose language to express creative ideas
and thoughts the writer is limiting the range of that expression — and this is a
choice made even more limiting by the ambiguity of language itself. For if one
accepts the basics of structuralism, of the absence of inherent meaning in any sign
unless in relation to other signs, then the writer is dependent upon his/her choice
of language being received and accepted by his/her socio-cultural location:
“Language furnishes the best proof that a law accepted by a community is a thing
that is tolerated and not a rule to which all freely consent” (Saussure, 1960, p.71).

This totalitarian view of language contrasts with Bakhtin, where the
dialogic interplay of voices not only shapes language in its reception but also
welcomes the alternative discourses inherent in language’s ‘over-population’, thus

resulting in Emerson’s “translation” and “negotiation”. Richard Clarke explains

thus:



[The writer’s] own voice coexists and competes with those of
others that lurk in his/her ‘own’ creation. In other words, the
novelist necessarily and often unwittingly ‘appropriates’ a wide
range of discourses (paroles) that pre-exist him/her in order to
rearrange (and even abrogate) them in alternate ways to suit his
or her own intentions. The consequence of this is that the
necessarily heteroglot language which an author makes use of
serves sometimes to express his intentions, sometimes to refract
them and sometimes even to deny them. That is, the novelist’s
view of reality is always already mediated by other’s views

thereof which he or she regurgitates at least to some degree
(Clarke, 2009).

One alternative to this conflict of intention and reception is to remove the
representations of creative choice from the creative process, to approach the text
in a deconstructive manner so that there is nothing outside of it. In this way it
would be even easier to deny that the text itself matters, less than its production or
existence — it would denote precisely nothing other than that which could be
recovered from it in a post-text examination of its internal complexities. Whilst
Derridean discourses may certainly grant the author some freedom from
responsibility, through privileging the text over the author and the circumstances
of its inscription, they nevertheless discount his/her intentions — and therefore
his/her creative choices — from any investigation as to the text’s merit or effective
expression. Choice remains in play: by choosing to discount the author, the reader
chooses their own interpretation.

The actions of creative writing, however, still retain their own choices
beyond that of the decision to write, and these cannot be summarily dismissed if
one is to learn from the creative experience. In his 1929 essay on Gotthold
Ephraim Lessing, Thomas Mann described how the creative choices which the
writing process demands affect that very process: “An art whose medium is

language will always show a high degree of critical creativeness, for speech 1s
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itself a critique of life: it names, it characterizes, it passes judgment, in that it
creates” (Mann, 1947, p.192).

To create is to make choices, and although often these are subconscious or
automatic ones they still represent the creative action of the individual’s process.
That process, whilst undertaken within an influencing social framework, is at the
heart of artistic expression — for it is the writer’s individual expression: a
construction of language and style chosen for aesthetic, interpretive and/or
expressionistic reasons, which no other writer could construct in the same way.
Graeme Harper explains thus:

it is important [...] to keep in mind the individualism of the

writer (1.e. their unique way of interpreting and influencing their

actions), the ways in which creative writing, while a cultural

activity, and therefore connected with the ‘mass’ society, even

the ‘nation’, 1s essentially a communication between individuals

[...] that does not stop at one point, still and fixed. It is also an

activity in which choices are made by individuals (Harper, 2008,

p-40).
Once the individual has made the choice to write, to commit fully to the processes
of creative practice and produce a text, his/her subsequent choices are those which
serve the creative purpose. Without any means of transference other than the
physical entity of the literary text he/she focuses on using a register and syntax
which will transmit the product of his/ her creative aspirations as effectively as
possible (if so wished), selecting and rejecting according to the immediate needs
of the work. That these choices are perhaps predetermined, socially, is to a certain
extent irrelevant, as it is firstly the individual’s choice to create, then the
conscious selection of language to express ideas, which are of primary
sociological and cultural importance.

If Saussure’s explanation of language and its usage is correct, that 1t 18

‘tolerated and not a rule to which all freely consent’, then the historicity of a text



can only be interpreted accurately synchronically; that is, in the precise moment of

its creation — and it is impossible to define whether this is at the instant of its
inscription, its realisation in thought, or in the moments which make it inevitable
through previous (authorial) choices. Without access to the writer’s exact, internal
source of creation in space and time (if such a thing exists), a historicist evaluation
of a text in relation to its social and cultural power is not viable, as the choices
which led to the text cannot be formalised or quantified.

The creative process involves innumerable creative choices, before and
during the physical actions of writing. Yet expression and/or meaning are
delivered through decisions of translation, mediation and language, a sequence of
actions which Chomsky describes as:

a process of free creation; its laws and principles are fixed, but

the manner in which the principles of generation are used is free

and 1infinitely varied. Even the interpretation and use of words

involves a process of free creation (Chomsky, 1969, p.113).
This ‘free creation’ is undertaken independently, by individuals, irrespective of
the social orders to which they belong. Though Chomsky’s generative grammar
may be able to predict and/or validate a writer’s creative output, syntactically,
neither he nor Saussure can predict the creative choices made dialogically through
the carnival of voices at work on or in a text. The choice made by writers is to
exploit and explore the ‘free and infinitely varied’ arrangements of words, without
regard to the social or cultural reasons behind their creative imperative. The
choice, like Baudrillard’s, is to “[n]ever resist a sentence you like, in which

language takes its own pleasure and in which, after having abused it for so long,

you are stupefied by its innocence” (Baudrillard, 1990, p.66).



8.
The Consequence

According to Bakhtin, the author, as one voice in a polyphonic dialogue, “resides

within the controlling centre constituted by the intersection of the surfaces”
(Kristeva, 1980, p.89). Any post-compositional reflections by a writer on his/her
text are thus personal, individual analyses conducted by one ‘voice’: they are
neither more nor less ‘valid’ than any other response. Yet they are different from
any other response because of the identity of the respondent. The writer sees the
work in a different way from the reader — and the writer/reader similarly reacts to
a text in a different way from the reader/writer. The process examinations of these
two facets of the author merge to some extent, complimenting and contrasting
their disparate but linked responses, measuring the text’s success.

This writerly reflection, however, the actions of reading the text and
investigating the processes which brought it into existence, does not takes place
after the act of composition is finished, but as part of it, as Nigel McLoughlin
explains:

A writer will examine a text critically in order to look closely at
the effects it might have on the reader, and at different ways the
text may be read, but the motivation is different [...] writerly
critics are concerned with making the text ‘better’. They tend to
start from the premise that, this would work better if... Each
draft one writes, one acts as one’s own critic with regard to
whether the work satisfies or not and what changes might be
made in order to make it satisfy. In effect one also becomes an

editor (McLoughlin, 2008, p.89).

To examine one’s work, and the processes which took place (even retrospectively,

and therefore from a different viewpoint) is to engage in that process, a practice

which incorporates writers re-examining actions already carried out to see if those

moments of decision can be traced. In this way writers can try to learn what they

did and how they did it — writing is very much an experimental process, a seres of
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actions performed to see whether the work satisfies (McLoughlin’s “this would

work better if...” premise). As with any scientific experiment one aim is to be able
(if so desired) to reproduce the results, through reflection and analysis to repeat
successes and/or avoid ineffective expression. Yet it would be wrong to describe a
‘finished” text as a completed experiment, as it is very difficult to separate one
author’s individual texts from each other in anything other than time. All works of
a writer, whether literary texts or not, are stages of one creative act: each exists as
a pre-text, complementary/intra-text and/or post-text of many other works.

Of the 280 pages of her 2005 book The Writing Experiment Hazel Smith
dedicates precisely four to a direct discussion of the writer as editor of his/her
work. Yet those four pages begin with an honest and implacable explanation:
“One of the ideas implicit in this book is that writing is a gradual process of
transformation” (H. Smith, 2005, p.277). For her and her (student) readers editing
takes place not exclusively after a draft of the work is finished but in process, as
part of the creative act: “The creative process always consists of forking paths
from which it would be possible to move in many other directions [...] Creativity
lies in having the courage to make choices” (p.230).

The physical, textual artefacts of creative writing are thus not separate
texts but incidences in one long act of creative function, stations or pausing points
from which the author can look around him/herself and see where he/she is. One
text influences or describes another; writers use the moments after designating a
text as ‘finished’ not only for rest and recuperation, but also for reflection and
analysis of that text, its inception, composition and reception.

These actions (though manifested as post-text considerations) are more re-
envisioning than revisionist: there is no sense here of the writer engaging in some

Derridean revisionism of a text. The writer 18 instead held somewhere between
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Heidegger’s being and presence — whilst the writer and the text both ‘are’, both
exist, it is all but impossible to locate their presence precisely: to do so would
mean being able to define firstly who the writer is, at an exact moment in time
(that of invention and inscription), and secondly to state, from an external
position, when the text is ‘finished’. This, then, is the différance of authorial
actions: whether logocentric or ontologically metaphysical, the text is only a label
given by the author and his/her socio-cultural location to a station of creative
action. It is as much in motion as time and space, and the writer re-envisions the
text as a series of incomplete creative processes.

In reflecting on a text’s production the writer, writing, is still in action.
Analyses lead to responses, to suggestions or decisions which affect future
actions: in this way creativity interacts with itself, causing consequential and
likewise interacting phenomena. To propose that a text can exist in and of itself,
without instigating reactions, is to ignore the constancy of writing and reading —
and this applies to every stage of textual composition. Writing is not a series of set
actions, each taking their place in a preordained sequence: the reflection and
analysis aspects of (literary) creation are ongoing, before, during and after the acts
of inscription have taken place.

Addressing Margaret Oliphant’s revision process, Elisabeth Jay states:
Evidence about her fair-copying and thus about her revision
process is scant, since so few of the manuscripts survive. [...] In
the absence of either manuscripts or proofs for the main body of
her work, it is particularly difficult to arrive at any sense of how
carefully, if at all, she revised individual sentences at the point
of composition (Jay, 2009, pp.62-63).

These are curious statements to make, as they imply that the only possible

evidence of revision ‘at the point of composition’ would be a written record of

alteration and/or substitution — yet textual construction does not happen only
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textually: it is impossible for the reader to know what choices and changes have
been made by the writer during composition, as even the writer cannot fully
explicate the myriad of (linguistic) choices made in process.

Further than that, Jay’s words deny the range of actions which make up
that process — should Oliphant have left physical evidence of textual revision, it
would only have been further evidence of writing. For a writer to change his/her
text (or to consider changing it) is still to write that text: reflection and revision
are intra-textual practices, performed by the writer as an essential element of
writing. What Oliphant chose to do, whether and how she ‘revised individual
sentences at the point of composition’ or not, as the case may be, will remain an
intra-textual mystery of creation.

Yet whichever means of construction Oliphant chose worked for her —
and, ultimately, through the body of literature she left behind, that is all we can
know of her process. For there are no immutable laws of textual composition, no
certainties or proscriptions: the human actions of creative writing are as varied
and changeable as the humans who perform those actions. Any theorising as to an
individual’s writing and/or revising processes must remain theories. Since the
writer him/herself cannot be conscious of every detail of the actions of writing,
rhetoric concerning the creative process will always be rhetorical. The writer may
choose to re-examine a text, and consider the processes which brought it into
physical existence, but those analyses themselves are part not only of that process

but also of the processes and actions which came before it, and of those which

will follow. The dialogue continues.
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Epilogue

I haven’t seen the apartment on rue Lepic for a long time now. Jacques left years
ago, took to sailing with his girlfriend, Madly, and France, his daughter. When 1
last heard from him he had sailed round the Azores, slipped back to Brussels for
an operation, and gone to live in the Marquesas Islands. It’s over thirty years since
he died.

I left soon after he did. Without the fable of Brel to keep me occupied
Montmartre seemed lost in itself, somehow recalcitrant, unable to share its old
photographs. In North Wales it’s snowing hard. It makes me think of that time in
the Alps when there was so much packed ice in the car park that I was trapped in
the flat for almost a week, with a pile of books, pots of tea and a large bag of
broken biscuits. I wrote Knowing the Temperature in that week.

That was the same flat we came back to after a day at the lake; there’s a
Jarge piece of driftwood we rescued beside me now, propped up on an inherited
bureau. When we arrived home, as it briefly was, all we were worried about were
the eight ice creams we had left from the supermarket packet, and whether we
could fit them all in the fridge’s tiny freezer compartment along with the
vegetables already in there. We reached up to turn the television on, turned it on
its bracket so that we could flick through the channels. Mitterrand was on every
one. It wasn’t until he’d finished his speech that we learned that the Towers had
fallen, while we were at the lakeside, not knowing. We watched, trying to eat up
eight pistachio and vanilla ice creams before they melted.

Funny, the things we choose to remember, and those we allow ourselves to
forget. The under-floor heating. The balcony looking out to where the ski lift used

to be. The shortness of dusk, two large peaks directly in the line of view
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swallowing the sun in minutes, so that the light sprung coolness and threat. |
wonder 1f I went back there now what kind of writing 1 would do. I'm still the
same person as that one who drank tea and collected driftwood, and not. I'm the
same writer, and yet not. Each day and each text affects me, changes me, gives me
fresh moments to transform into imperfect memories.

Jacques’s second plane quickly became a kind of air-taxi, carrying food
and supplies to the islands near his home on Hiva-Oa. He called the plane ‘Jojo’,
in memory of his closest friend, Georges Pasquier. Who knows why he wrote the
songs he did, or chose to star in Marcel Carné’s Les Assassins de l'ordre? And it’s
no use asking him, because his words will lie as surely as if he intended them to.
He could try to tell us why and how, but his words will fail him. His choices, his
processes, were his own, and no one can ever know what led him to do the things
he did. “L’hiver j’étais au ventre / de la grande maison / qui avait jeté I’ancre /
parmi les joncs”' he wrote, and that is all we have. Yet in considering some of the
questions of process we might find our own answers, applicable for ourselves.
Some awareness of what happened, happens and will happen might educate us as
to how, and perhaps why, for ourselves. At least in talking about these things,
even internally, we are acknowledging that they need talking about, or thinking
about. To realise that they exist is a start.

The words we use are black and white. In print, textually, or in reference,
or in meaning. Language will continue to fail us because it is a fallible system of

communication, relying on interpretation and translation. Sometimes we use a

word that’s in colour, give it a new meaning by giving part of ourselves to it, like

' (In winter I was in the belly / of the big house / which had cast anchor / among the reeds.) "Mon

Enfance” (Brel), from Jacques Brel ’67, Barclay Records/Universal Records 1967
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Jacques did when he sang of a man begging to be ‘the shadow of your dog'* For
who would otherwise consider a dog’s shadow, a hand’s shadow, a desperation so
deep as to will oneself to representing no more than an absence of light?

“Lucy sells tickets at the weekend cinema.” Yes, she does. She did. She
will. I know her better now, can see how she came to be there, behind the glass,
her jumper loose at her shoulders. She would be different if she was written about

now, other: her character and personality have changed by being described. Then

again, so has her author.

4). Philips
2 “Ne me quitte pas” (Brel), from La Valse a Mille Temps (also known as Jacques Brel4) P

Records 1959
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“Lakes, of course, are pointless.”
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Appendices

Notes on a Scandal:

At the start of this project I made a conscious decision to finish writing the novel
before considering the complexities of its critical analysis. This piece is a brief
outline of my thoughts at the point where the two elements of my thesis began to
be formed more conclusively into one examination of the same subject(s), and is
included as an indication of where, and how, the interconnected aspects of Past
Imperfect began to be put together.

How to Cook a Potato:

In late 2008 The National Institute for Excellence in the Creative Industries
organised an event at Bangor University entitled “How to Cook a Potato”. This
international day-long festival, supported by The Potato Council, invited creative
responses of any nature to its title. The piece included here, a short play written
for and performed at the event, was designed as a character study for The Words

We Use are Black and White, a chance for me to examine and learn about Lucy in
a different medium.
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Notes on a Scandal:

This is one creative project — one unified thesis, containing different elements of
the same thing. It is not a creative section, followed by a critical response to a

vaguely related theme — if that’s what’s required then I might as well write about
Hardy or Lawrence.

And the critical element is not a documentary reflection, a passive diary of what

happened when 1 wrote the novel. No. It is a united project, of which the novel is
just one part: and not the first!

The third, ‘critical’ section, is about the same things as the novel. The themes of
language and the impossibility of effective communication run throughout the
thesis, from its earliest inception right through to its appendices and images.

And it is a creative act, this ‘critical” writing — equally, the ‘creative’ section is
critical. Thus the ‘critical’ part will be creative: it will contain all the elements of
creative writing. It will have voice, theme, plot, setting etc.: though these may not
be as obvious or evident as the other sections, they will still be there — that is the
nature of putting words in phrases and sentences. It will not be written in a formal,
academic style, but will instead use whichever stylistic tools are required to
convey my ideas in the way which is, for me, most effective.

No examination of others’ theoretical work, not yet. It’s not about them. Nor is it
about me — this is not an arrogant exercise of self-evaluation, a chance to talk
about myself aimlessly for hours. It’s about the work, the act, the action. Creative
writing is mobile, mutative, mutational. As a writer I read, as a reader I write, and
this creates its own model, its own code. To study others’ models at this stage
would dilute and dilate my own examination.

The process of effective communication is impossible: by attempting to phrase
language I create voice — everybody does, in whatever circumstance they are in:
writers, teachers, politicians, shop assistants — rhetoric is created and manipulated
to its own needs and wants, or to those of its creator. By choosing language I
exclude — I separate — I define. The voice is mine alone, and no one can hear it as
well as I. Yet communication does take place: we write, we teach, we politic, we
buy and sell. In spite of the exclusive, divisive nature of language and linguistics,
we manage to do the impossible and communicate.

A writer must choose, therefore, consciously or otherwise, whether or not to .
engage with the conventions and conceptions of language in order to reach their
audience. Beyond commodity and value judgements, or behind and in advange of
them, there is the challenge to codify, to communicate firstly with the reader in
the writer — we write for ourselves first of all, choose language and structure
which includes, as far as possible, the reader in us.

This is the process, the choice. A voice is created, an authorial voice and idermty,
to talk to the reader inside. As we write we read — the voice changes, adap.ts, 18
reconfigured to communicate with the writer, who then themself changes In

response.



The conversation is ongoing: subsequent work will be informed by the actions and
processes of previous work (amongst many other things — the market, if desired
the response of those whose opinions we value, self-evaluation and réﬂection ,
natural evolution, personal societal shifts, location etc., etc.). It is impossible t:)
recreate that voice — it will be changed by its existence. Similarly, and
consequently, each chapter, paragraph, sentence, phrase and word will change the
voice as it is being created — and the voice will change the writer in return. It is a
process of exchange, of call-and-response, of circling self-reflexivity. It is fluid.

So how does this affect the process? More importantly, how does knowledge of
the existence of this exchange affect the writer, the reader in the writer, and the
process?

A writer reads their own work constantly, in motion, and in more ways than just
marks defining words on a page — the act of reading is not limited to that, and in
the case of a writer it’s far more: it’s the evaluation of expression, of the process.
And when that reading takes place during composition they are making
judgements about that expression — they communicate with themselves on (at
least) two levels:

1: The reader: Does it work? Why? How does the language represent the thought?
What tools and tricks can I use? What themes do I want to develop? Etc.

2: The critic: Why doesn’t it sound like I imagined it would, like I wanted it to?
Which character do I enjoy writing the most, and why? Exactly how much 1s
language (or my use of it) failing me?

Occasionally the opposite happens — a sentence or a phrase jumps out, leading to
the ‘cor, that’s good!” moment which keeps the writer going — but this too is a
self-reflective act which then directly influences subsequent actions. Even without
the conscious act of re-reading previous sections these (self-)value judgements are
taking place.

The actual moment of conception, the motion, results in thousands of endless
decisions, expressions of the creative act itself — the writer reads, the reader
writes: but only for themself. Other value judgements follow — and may be
included within those precise moments, especially critical or commercial ones —
but it is the expression of the self, the delineation of (authorial) voice within the

text, which is the primal force.

And what about other circumstances affecting those decisions? Location, medium,
intention, mood etc.? The creative process can never be pure — it is influenced by
the surroundings (physical, cultural, intellectual and emotional) of its inception.
To write is to accept these impurities — no, more than that, to welcome them — but
always within the framework of expression, of the effective translation of thought

into deed.

The process demands that it be fluid, that the writer/reader and reader/yvriter
mutates along with the voice and text, self-serving no matter wpat the 'mtended
outcome or destination of the work. It is a constant, endless series of tiny
mutations, delivered by and for the author’s benefit. And this is my myestlgatlon
into a model of creation not for all, not even for me, but as part of a wider



exposition into the impossibility of communication. In the novel nobody ever gets
the drink they want at a café — there’s always something wrong with it!
Yet communication takes place. It mutates and evolves. I'm a better reader

because I write. I’'m a better writer because I read. I'm a better writer because I
read my writing.

And so, to follow. This is my aim, my intention — and my PhD.

1: Primary text — origin.

2: The Words We Use are Black and White

3: A personal, theoretical study of the creative process, focussing on the
interaction between the writer/reader and reader/writer, specifically the fluidity of
process caused by that interaction, using (amongst others) The Words We Use are
Black and White as a case study. (25,000 words+?)

4: A more formal, post-text investigation into how my model relates to those of
others, involving a study of some of the contemporary theories of creative
practice. (15,000 words?)

5: Complimentary texts, of which this is one. How to Cook a Potato, images,
appendices.



How to Cook a Potato

CHARACTERS
HE: Early middle-aged, confident.
LUCY: 25, unremarkable in every way.

DIRECTOR: A voice only, remaining off-stage. He
speaks over a microphone or PA.

SETTING

A blank stage, with a large, white screen or back
wall onto which a film can be projected

TIME

The present.

'
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Scene One

(Music fades in: “Dark Mavis”
by Mansun - Time: 7.20-8.30.
Music fades out. Blank stage.
LUCY is sitting in the third
row of the audience. HE is to
the right of centre stage,
wandering to and fro as he
speaks.)

HE
There she is, smiling to the hidden camera. On the
edge of a large town or a city - it doesn’t matter
which one, take your pick. Let’s say Plymouth or
Swansea. Inverness perhaps, Antwerp. Geneva. Yes,
Geneva. She’s in her apartment in suburban Geneva:
Interesting word, suburban - sub urban. Under the
city. Not literally underneath, of course, so it must
be metaphorically beneath, somehow not worthy of it,
an expression of social standing and wealth. Yet now
the most expensive houses are in the suburbs. No one
wants to live in the city itself.

Submarine, there’s another one: Under the sea. But
submarines don’t go under the sea. If they did they’d
be scratching their way through the sand and bedrock.
They go in the sea - they should be called inmarines.
And subject, as in the subjects of the throne or the
government: it’s from the Latin, jacere, to throw, so
it means to throw under or beneath. When was the last
time you were thrown under the Queen? Does it happen
often? What’s it like?

And this, the sub-plot, which according to the
dictionary is a “subordinate plot in play etc.”. From
there you would naturally look up subordinate, which
is “of inferior importance or rank, secondary,
subservient.” You could look up subservient, if you
wanted, but you end up going round in circles.

Yet all of these, with the exception of submarine,
relate to her. She’s in her apartment in..where was it?
Geneva, yes. On the fourth floor of five, without a
1ift. The building is lost in the greys of
reconstruction, an expanding city, away from the
commerce and the history. She can’t see the Roman
ruins at Place du Bourg-de-Four or the statues on.the
Mur de la Réformation. Nor can she see the majestic
instruments of wealth, those banks, insurers and

industrials which line the streets of the north,iESEfs
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HE (cont.)
Sbe can't see the United Nations Building, looming
like a belief. Worst for her, she cannot see the lake.

Let’s call her Lucy. Where are you, Lucy? It’'s time to
begin

Welcome to the show, ladies and gentlemen. Look under
your chairs, folks: Somebody has the way to a future:
who’s the lucky contestant today?

(LUCY puts her hand up from the third row.)
We have a winner! Give her a round of applause as she
comes to the stage!

(LUCY makes her way on stage.)

HE
Congratulations.
LUCY
Thank you.
HE

Just stand there for me, would you, so that everybody
can see you.
(He moves her onto a spot on the stage, front
and centre.)
What’s you name?
(He holds an imaginary microphone in front of
her.)

LUCY
Lucy.

HE
Lucy, good, great. And where are you from?
(He holds the microphone out again but takes
it away before she can answer.)
Excellent, excellent, well done.

DIRECTOR
(Off stage)
Ready on three, two move to close up.

HE
And are you ready to play?

DIRECTOR
(0Off stage)
Three.

LUCY
I think so.



HE
Good. Then let’s get started.

DIRECTOR

(Off stage)
Ready two, and two.

HE
Best of luck. And off you go.
(HE moves away stage right, leaving her
alone. LUCY pauses, breathes nervously.)

DIRECTOR
(Off stage)
Four to position, wide angle..and four.

(LUCY lifts her head and stares at the
gallery, completely still.)

HE
She is in her apartment in the suburbs of Geneva.
There is a corner kitchen, a sofa and a small table.
She has a small balcony, not big enough to sit on with
any comfort but wide enough to let the light flow in.
The air comes through in waves, alternate smells of
city dust and alpine clarity, suggestions always that
the mountains are near, 1f she needs them. And the
water too, Lake Geneva hanging like a whisper just
four streets away, not that she can see it. Its
surface is sharp, direct. The spring sun comes over
the hills and angles across the water in shallow
flights. From the Promenade du Lac or the Parc des
Eaux-Vives she would have seen early yachts dodging
the plume from the Jet d’Eau, skating across from bank

to bank.

But she is in her apartment, standing by the corner
stove. The balcony and the noise it brings are behind

her.
(Slowly HE exits)

DIRECTOR
(Off stage) '
Ready on one, go as close as you can, and stay with

her.

LUCY
There were so many things I had to learn.



DIRECTOR
(Off stage)
Go one.
(LUCY lowers her gaze and stares straight
out, as if facing an imaginary camera
positioned directly front and centre.)

LUCY
Sometimes I would go to the airport at night and sit
in the café there, reading the paper. The chairs are
so comfortable. No, not comfortable: that’s the wrong
word. Accommodating, perhaps. And the strangest shade
of green, dark and light like the middle branches of a
fir tree or the steppes of tea bushes in Darjeeling.

The coffee is bad, normally burnt. It comes in those
takeaway paper cups with the plastic lids, and you
have to take the 1lid off and let it steam away until
it’s cool enough to drink. But there are the
newspapers, day-old descriptions of other lives and
other actions. You can always tell which are the most
popular stories by the way they’ve been creased and
folded. One day it will be “Government in Africa
Talks” or “Help Urged for Business”. The next it will
be personal stories, this murderer or that actress, a
constant flow of individuals for us to occupy
ourselves with while we wait for our flight.

But these aren’t my stories. I recite the pages to
myself, silently, read and re-read lines and sentences
which have already been seen and re-seen so many times
that day. The airport is quiet at night. The last
flights are leaving and arriving and the terminal
slows to a placated hum. I can rest there, in the

quiet.
There were so many things I had to learn.

(An image of water is projected onto the
stage, surrounding LUCY. She walks around as
she speaks, sometimes in front of the image.)

I can’'t see the lake from my apartment. You hgve to
pay extra for views like that. All I can see is the
building across the street, and the tarmac down below.

At first there was the silence. It's something to get
used to, a quiet like that - gomething you can get
used to, if you try. I have books, of course, Gide and

Thomas Mann, budget editions of Balzac and de

Beauvoir. I tried Georges Sand but I can't uideiit?nd
cont.
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LUCY (cont.)

her. At Fhe supermarket I listen to the arguments
about weight or fat content, half a kilo, no, less

these eggs are small, why don’t you have the cheap
bottles of water anymore?

!

I lie og my_bed Co the sounds of afternoon couples
squabbling in other apartments, then close the

sbutters and sleep, the water four roads behind me
silent and tideless.

7

Jacques Brel helps, as he does: “We are a million
laughing at the million facing us, but two millions

laughs don’t prevent us finding ourselves alone again
in the mirror.~”

I smile when I hear that. The mirror is my ally. It
doesn’t lie to me when it thinks I need to be lied to.
And it lets me see the version of the truth I decide.
My hair, for instance, or my eyes, the scar on my
bottom lip.

Where do the other truths go, when we turn away? Do
they stay with us or disappear, to be replaced by new
truths in the faces of everybody else? What do those
faces see?

When customers come to the cinema ticket office I have
to make out what they’re trying to say, instantly
rework their scrambled phrases into sentences I can
understand and act upon. You just have to learn how to
stand, to sit, to listen to the silence. Take air in
and let it weave through you. Speak. Hear. Languages
merge into communication, and we respond. The airport
is quieter and the night staffs swell in its
embracing, misplaced openness. Cleaners sweep in slow

masses.

So many things. The roads are busier than they used to
be. It feels like everybody takes to their cars as a
means of escape - not from their location, you
understand, not from geography, but from something
closer to them, a sound or a scent, a movement, the
touch of skin on skin. If I drive away from the city I
usually go along the south side of the lake, cross
into France and the low towns by the water. The shore
is alone with its thoughts. Trees give shelter. The

tamed Alps behind me let me fell their presence.
(cont.)
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LUCY (cont.)
Or I'll drive up to my brother’s house and we’ll slope
through the woods together, my nephew’s hand in mine,
Jean-Luc’s in his wife’s. Under our feet are the
fragmented cracks of sticks breaking and the smell of
ferns rotting to mulch. The wind makes strange
whispers in the middle branches of the fir trees. It’'s
funny how they never seem to talk, my brother and his

wife, as if they don’t need to, to make themselves
heard.

And that’s the point, surely. There are so many tools
we can use. Listen to someone closely, see the way
their eyes move or their jaw flexes, watch their legs

and feet vibrate. Most people in Geneva are bilingual,
at least.

Words swim like ducks on the surface of the lake.

In the end here we all are, smiling to the hidden
camera. And here I am, a pretty girl at the wheel of a
German car. All I can do is try to swerve around the
hazards, and maybe wave at the people in the other
direction, to warn them.

DIRECTOR
(Off stage)

And..we’re clear. Thank you studio, well done
everybody.

(Blackout)
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my creative process. Direct influence on The Words We Use are Black and White
can, however, been traced from the following sources.

Text:

Biaz, Brooke. 2007 Moon Dance. West LaFayette, IN: Parlor Press

Bunting, Basil. 2009 Briggflatts. Tarset, Northumberland: Bloodaxe Books

Camus, Albert. 1948 The Plague (translated from the French by Stuart Gilbert).
London: Hamish Hamilton

Cartwright, Justin. 1998 Leading the Cheers. London: Hodder and Stoughton

Cisneros, Sandra. 1991 The House on Mango Street. New York: Vintage
Contemporaries

Cochrane, James (ed.). 1969 The Penguin Book of American Short Stories. London:
Penguin

Coetzee, J.M. 2005 Slow Man. London: Martin Secker & Warburg
Davies, Peter Ho. 2007 The Welsh Girl. London: Sceptre

Faulkner, William. 1935 As I Lay Dying. London: Chatto & Windus
Gurnah, Abdulrazak 2001 By the Sea. London: Bloomsbury

Heller, Zoe. 2003 Notes on a Scandal. London: Viking

Hemingway, Ernest. 2004 The Snows of Kilimanjaro. London: Vintage

Kundera, Milan.
1998 Identity (translated from the French by Linda Asher). London: Faber

and Faber
1991 Immortality (¢translated from the Czech by Peter Kussi). London: Faber

and Faber

Marquez, Gabriel Garcia. . .
1993 Strange Pilgrims (translated from the Spanish by Edith Grossman).

London: Jonathan Cape
1972 Leaf Storm (translated from the Spanish by Gregory Rabassa). London:

Jonathan Cape . _
1989 Love in the Time of Cholera (translated from the Spanish by Edith

Grossman). London: Penguin Books .
1980 In Evil Hour (translated from the Spanish by Gregory Rabassa).

London: Jonathan Cape
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1977 The Autumn of the Patriarch
Rabassa). London: Jonathan Cape

1995 Of Love and Other Demons (translated : .
from the S
Grossman). London: Jonathan Cape ¢ Spanish by Edith

(translated from the Spanish by Gregory

Mason, Robert L. 2009 Isosceles Triangle. Milton Keynes: AuthorHouse

Mishima, Yukio. 1959.The Temple of the Golden Pavilion (translated from the
Japanese by Ivan Morris). New York: Avon Books

llz/loran, Patrick. 2008 Green. Cliffs of Moher, County Clare, Ireland: Salmon
oetry

Oxley, William. 2009 Sunlight in a Champagne Glass. Ware: Rockingham Press
St. Aubin de Téran, Lisa. 1997 The Palace. London: MacMillan

Sebald, W.G. 2002 Austerlitz (translated from the German by Anthea Bell).
London: Penguin Books

Stanford-Smith, Myrrha. 2010 The Great Lie. Aberystwyth: Honno Books

Szirtes, George. 2001 An English Apocalypse. Tarset, Northumberland: Bloodaxe
Books

Thomas, Edward (text) & Haslehurst, E.W. (pictures). 1904 Windsor Castle.
Glasgow: Blackie & Sons Ltd.

Trimmer, Joseph F. & Jennings, C. Wade (eds.). 1989 Fictions (2nd edition). New
York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich

Voss, Fred. 2009 Hammers and Hearts of the Gods. Tarset, Northumberland:
Bloodaxe Books

Wharton, Thomas. 1997 Icefields. London: Jonathan Cape

Zoline, Pamela. 1988 The Heat Death of the Universe and other stories. Kingston,
NY: McPherson & Company

Sound:

a-ha.
1990 East of the Sun, West of the Moon. Warner Bros. Records
1993 Memorial Beach. Warner Bros. Records
2000 Minor Earth Major Sky WEA Records

Almond, Marc. 1991 Tenement Symphony. Warner Music UK Ltd.

Amos, Tori. 2002 Scarlet’s Walk. Epic Records
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Brel, Jacques.
1954 Grand Jacques. Philips Records
1957 Quand on n’a que I’amour. Philips Records
1958 Au printemps. Philips Records
1959 La valse a mille temps. Philips Records
1961 5. Philips Records
1962 Les bourgeois. Barclay Records
1966 Les bonbons. Barclay Records
1966 Ces gens-la. Barclay Records
1967 Jacques Brel '67. Barclay Records
1968 J’arrive. Barclay Records
1972 Ne me quitte pas. Barclay Records
1977 Les Marquises. Barclay Records

Cole, Lloyd, and the Commotions.
1984 Rattlesnakes. Polydor Records/Chrysalis Music Publishing
1985 Easy Pieces. Polydor Records/Chrysalis Music Publishing
1987 Mainstream. Polydor Records/Chrysalis Music Publishing

Cole Lloyd.
1990 Lloyd Cole. Polydor Records/Chrysalis Music Publishing
1991 Don't Get Weird on Me Babe. Polydor Records/Chrysalis Music
Publishing
1993 Bad Vibes. 1993 Fontana Records/Chrysalis Music Publishing
1995 Love Story. 1995 Fontana Records/Chrysalis Music Publishing

Cole, Lloyd (with The Negatives). 2000 The Negatives. XIII Bis/Chrysalis Music
Publishing

Cole, Lloyd.
2001 Plastic Wood. X111 Bis/Chrysalis Music Publishing
2001 Etc. 2001 XIII Bis/Chrysalis Music Publishing
2006 Antidepressant. Sanctuary Records/Chrysalis Music Publishing
2010 Broken Record. Tapete Records/Chrysalis Music Publishing

Curve.
1993 Cuckoo. Anxious Records/Sony Music Publishing Ltd./EMI Virgin

Music Ltd. o
1990 Doppelgiinger. Anxious Records/Sony Music Publishing Ltd./EMI

Virgin Music Ltd.

Dead Can Dance.
1984 Dead Can Dance. 4AD Records
1986 Spleen and 1deal. 4AD Records
1987 Within the Realm of a Dying Sun. 4AD Records
1988 The Serpent's Egg. 4AD Records
1990 Aion. 4AD Records
1993 Into the Labyrinth. 4AD Records

1996 Spiritchaser. 4AD Records
2005 10" March. Treland: Dublin. Dead Can Dance/The Show
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Gerrard, Lisa.
1995 The Mirror Pool. 4AD Records
2006 The Silver Tree. Cloverleigh Downs Pty. Ltd.

Gerrard, Lisa & Bourke, Peter. 1998 Duality. 4AD Records

Gerrard, Lisa & Cassidy, Patrick. 2004 Immortal Memory. 4AD Records
Hollis, Mark. 1997 Mark Hollis. Polydor Records

Mann, Aimee. 2002 Lost in Space. SuperEgo Records/United Musicians
Mansun. 1997 Attack of the Grey Lantern. EMI Records Ltd.

Sylvian, David. 1999 Dead Bees on a Cake. Virgin Records

Talk Talk.
1988 Spirit of Eden. EMI Records Ltd.
1991 Laughing Stock. Verve Records
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