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NOW

 

 

The teacup jangles against the saucer with each passing train. They rush through the tiny station without stopping here, where nobody ever seems to arrive and nobody ever leaves. When I filed down the steep three steps with my small suitcase yesterday, I was the only one on the platform. Today, an old man is sitting on a bench, reading a newspaper fluttering in the wind. 

I check my watch, stretch and rub my face. The train that will take me back into civilization isn’t due for another half hour, and I am cold and bored. I don’t want to think about Paul, but I’ve run out of energy upholding a forceful internal monologue about work, an in-depth critique of the movie I saw last week and a description of the station. 

 I cross my legs again and find my teacup empty, the biscuit eaten. My stomach rumbles, and I pick up the menu again; I can’t seem to wring up any enthusiasm for sandwiches or a piece of the wilted pie in the cake display though. Unbidden, a memory of Paul’s pancakes enters my mind; the peach sauce he bottled last summer in jars with handwritten labels still makes my mouth water. My taste buds tingle and before I know how to stop it, there is another flavor-memory intricately linked: cum and cheese. Cum and bread. Cum finally washed down by heated sips of wine from his lips and then its absence. 

I can feel my eyes sting, but establishing itself quite comfortably is a counterpoint: the ache deep in my cunt. I straighten my back, bearing down upon my clit, pressing it against the wooden chair. The relief it offers is hardly more than marginal.

I leave a fiver on the table and walk outside. Even here I can smell the sea, hear the caw-caw of the seagulls. The air is fresh and the town deserted. I am told that it livens up in summer, that the boarded up restaurants open for a short, warm seaside season where holiday makers enjoy old-fashioned ice-cream sundaes and tip-toe into the always tepid North Atlantic Ocean.

It is barely even spring, the air fragrant but cold, and the streets are reminiscent of ghost towns steeped in urban legend. I check my watch again: twenty minutes. The closer I get to leaving, the less I want to go. 

Picking through my bag, I find my camera. I sit down on a bench and navigate through the pictures saved on the memory card. My friend Carole over last week’s Tikka Masala at our favorite curry place back in London, a blurry crow on my windowsill, five pictures of the sky, trying to frame a strange cloud formation that looks like a turtle. Paul’s house by the sea. My own face, flushed crimson, eyes dilated and lips open, greedy for more.

My jaw tenses and quickly, I exit the preview menu. The display shows my knees, knobbly as they stick out from under my coat and skirt, naked because I ruined my tights yesterday. I click the release, the lens whirs as it adjusts and then snaps a picture of pasty, goose-fleshy thighs under a blurry, flapping skirt. They could be thinner. As if in rebellion against that thought, I take another picture. This time I zoom in so close that I can see every pimply-pointed gooseflesh erection like a hill in a colorless landscape.

I look at both images for a while, then delete them and angle the camera towards the little station café I sat in for over an hour. It was a long walk from Paul’s house to the next bus station, and a longer wait for the next one to appear in the cool March morning light. Rickety and stopping at every second corner, instead of passengers, it picked up gusts of cold wind that shot up under my skirt. The café had provided warmth and a modicum of comfort.

When I arrived yesterday, there was something romantic and quaint about the peeling paint and the lonely streets. Staring at the camera display now, I can’t see it. I click and snap a picture anyway. The next is the red motion blur of a passing train that blows my hair about. The next an empty parking lot. When I check the picture though, it isn’t empty at all and I despair of ever capturing a completely focused image with this thing. A blurry pick-up truck is turning into the parking lot like a smudge on my idea of a lonely, pointless place.

I let the camera sink from my field of vision, mildly interested in what new arrival snuck into my picture. I have seen trucks like this before, I’m sure, but I’m not a car person and can’t place it. It’s a countryside car, not one you’d find in the city; it’s too cumbersome, too large to fit into regular parking spaces. On the back, sticking up over the sides are pieces of driftwood and old fisherman’s rope, baskets and a camera tripod. I am taking it in almost without seeing but then, like taking off a blindfold, recognition dawns and the driver-side door swings open. 

Paul. He’s unmistakable even from so far away, still wearing his morning slippers and pajama pants under his coat. His hair, the little of it that is sticking out from under a woolen hat, flutters around his jaw. For a long heartbeat we stare at each other across the parking lot and I can’t breathe.
Paul. 

Just as my vision starts to blur, he raises his hand and waves.
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I

 

 

Having paid the taxi driver, I stood on the cracked and pot-holed pavement of a narrow seaside road. In my hand, I held a five pound note and some small change, the driver’s card with his telephone number and, scribbled on the back, the number of a younger colleague who worked past eleven p.m., as well as the name of the Bed and Breakfast his son-in-law ran, and where I’d receive a discount if I mentioned his name. I was ill-accustomed to small town cheer and the desperation of its inhabitants to keep it on life support.

I closed my hand around the few items lest the cool and salty breeze blew them away and watched the taxi reverse all the way out of the street, until it turned at the next junction. Slipping the money and the card into the pocket of my coat, I ran my hand through my hair in a vain attempt to keep it from flying into my face. I finally allowed myself to take in the house. It was small, ducking against the ground like the tiny, gnarly seaside trees, weathering the constant wind. Crooked and knotted driftwood was arranged in the small yard and under the windows, and a long line of heavy old rope was fixed around the doorframe and running along the wall. I pulled the cheap digital camera from a side pocket of my bag and snapped a quick picture—just in case I wanted to describe it in my article later.

I didn’t know what I’d expected, something a little grander maybe. I paused, then checked the weathered iron house number against the address I’d memorized. No mistake possible. Maybe I overestimated his income—in the writing trade myself, I knew how badly it paid, but Paul Archer was a screenwriter of some note, especially in the independent cinema market. Maybe that should have been my first clue.

I wished then that I had checked into a Bed and Breakfast first and could have stood there feeling less stranded. The train had been late and I was only just in time, looking very much the young, eager journalist in a pencil skirt, blouse and cardigan under my coat. I had a laptop in a heavy messenger bag, but also a notepad and an old tape recorder that once belonged to my mother when she was the first of her family to go to university at the age of thirty. 

I was nervous, of course I was, and I took a deep breath before I opened the grayed and battered gate. My heels clicked all too loudly on the flat stepping stones lining the short path to Paul Archer’s door. There was no bell, just an old-fashioned knocker and I stared at it for a moment, before I lifted it and rapped it against its base in three sharp knocks. It sounded hollow and dull and I exhaled a breath through puckered lips trying to calm the dizzying onset of nerves.

At first, I couldn’t hear a thing from inside. I looked around but just as I’d turned my back on the door, it opened with a loud creak. I spun around. In the entrance, I saw a tall man in his early forties, chin-length hair graying around the temples much like his gate had, but showing no sign of receding. He looked like a giant in the small door, made for fishermen from a different century, and he had to slump a little, fingers hanging off the frame, elbows sticking out in front of him.

“Yeah?” he asked and I had to smile. It took just a single word to betray his American accent, hardly ground down by the years. I felt out of place in my suit and uncomfortable high heels. Paul Archer was wearing slippers and battered, washed-out corduroys under a simple knit sweater: the picture of his recluse reputation.

“Hi, hello,” I greeted, licked my lips and put on my best smile. “I’m Iris Ellis, um, we spoke on the phone?” 

“Of course, Miss Ellis, come on in.” He had a disarming kind of smile, a manner of resetting his glasses and tilting his head to the side, and he stepped out of the way while he continued speaking. “I hope you didn’t have too long a journey. I know it’s a pain to get out here.” 

And so we met. He led me through the hallway, made narrow by dusty bookcases on both sides, clearly self-made and built to fit from smooth driftwood. We exchanged pleasantries about how little trouble I had on the way, and how much I enjoyed train rides that cleared the head. He put the kettle on in the small kitchen as he extolled the virtue of his old car and expressed his amazement at Europeans like me who could live without one. 

Not one piece of his furniture looked bought from any store I’d ever seen, maybe because the dimensions were so unusual, but it gave the place a strange charm as he pottered between the different shelves. There were few straight edges, following the grain and curve of the wood instead, ground to a soft sheen. Books had found their way between stacked cups and plates, piled on the windowsill and at the back of the table. 

He smiled a lot and proved to be far more pleasant than his reputation. He served tea, a weakness he admitted he hadn’t picked up until years in the country, and while I took milk and sugar, he just squeezed some lemon into his mug. The fruit groaned under his touch, yielding its juice drop by drop and it smacked suggestively when he loosened his hold. I was transfixed and hid my face behind my cup. 

“I was wondering, Miss Ellis, whether you might want to come out for a walk with me,” he said after a while and if he’d noticed my moment of uncertainty, he didn’t show it. I looked at my shoes. He chuckled. “I can lend you something more suitable. But we don’t get much sun this time of year. Would be a shame to miss it.” 

He hadn’t mentioned the interview, had not so much as alluded to it. He had taken my bag and left it with my coat in the hall and for the moment, I was not a journalist, but a guest without the trappings of my trade. I wasn’t sure how to respond. I touched the base of my neck where my skin was warm and soft, and then pulled my shoulders up in a slow gesture. 

“Of course,” I said, “in fact, I can’t remember the last time I walked by the seaside. I could take a recorder with me if you prefer the open surroundings.”

He waved off my heavy-handed attempt at efficiency with a casual gesture as if the idea was utterly baffling to him.

“Oh no, there’s time for that later. No reason to rush.”

He had to have read the slightly bemused expression on my face all too perfectly, because he smiled his disarming smile and reset his glasses. 

“I don’t believe in interviews with strangers, Miss Ellis,” he explained. “That’s why I take time to choose the magazine and the writer before inviting them here.” 

“And then you take them for walks on the beach?” I asked and he laughed. It was a pleasant sound. 

“Something like that.”

He winked with both eyes and then left me to finish my tea. When he returned, he was carrying a pair of Wellingtons and some socks.
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