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SOLACE HOUSE

Marcus looked puzzled, as if reviewing a bill filled with items he

hadat ordered. ''Wait. fue you sayingyouve made no plans whatsoeuer?

For the entire sumiruer?'And this statement was both horrible and

unthinkable, and wholly and precisely correct, but I didnt want to

discuss it.A.y of it. Instead, I shrugged and smiled as if this complete

lack of forward thinking were no big deal.

'Not yet. Like I say, it's v.ry lib.."ting, in one sense. I mean, ha,

ten{yingin another, but also, yknow, ultimately ueryliberuting.'

Amethyst chewed her lip doubtfully. 'Really?'

'Definitely!' Myvoice brimmedwith confidence. 'People say ifyou

udnt to make God hugh, ruake aplan, but my dad always maintained

ifyou rea$twanrto make the old fucker slap his thigh, make no plans

at all. See where you end up!'

To underline my complete confidence in the age-old, tried-and-

tested method of having absolutely no plan at all, I grinned, until

my face hurt.

Term had been over for half an hour. The Ridge, in that moment,

still held a fuIl complement of students, and so the usual noises still

prevailed; slamming doors, scuffiing feet, laughter and occasional

shouting, music from radios and stack stereos, the drone of indie

bands, the saccharine rush of dance music. Marcus andAmethystwere

sitting in my room, as theywere both already in the process of packing

up their rooms.'We were also listening to music; I had attempted to

introduce them to Sonic Youth, but that had not gone well, so we

were listening to a,Jazz-Funkcompilation and sharing the last third

of a botde of white wine.

I had met Marcus last September, before term started, when we'd

both arrived early at The Ridge. There were only the two of us at first,

and we got on well. But then, when everyone else arrived, and there had

been drinls in the bar for the new residents, I saw for the first time how

Marcus behaved in a social situation. Amidst a roomful of extremely
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SOLACE HOUSE

:rrher oi rhem irr rheir current form. Thev were going away, to

hate experience:. Anerhvst had already talked at length about her

summer, which she sarn, as nothing less than a dazzling opportuniry

for an almost-three-month holiday. She was going to spend the first

couple of days in London, where she had a few parties to attend

with her two best friends from school. Then, she and these friends

were off to South East Asia, possibly ending their trip rvith a week

in Australia. And why not? Her parents would write a cheque for

a larse amount of money they wculdn't even notice theyd spent.

\\-frv u'ouldn't her summer be anything other than a fantastic

adr-e nture?

Similarlv, Marcus had plans. He was going back to London, too,

w,here his family lived, and then he was off to stay with a cousin in

Florida, where the plan was to teach American kids to take penalties

at what he called sorne godau.,ful soccer caru? somewhere outside of
Tampa. These specifics, however, were irrelevant; theywere both going

somew'here I couldn't imagine, somewhere where the beaches were

s-hite sand, the skv blue enough to rnake your eyes sting, somewhere

rvhere the sun shone, always. From my perspective, they might as

rvell have been going to one of Saturnt moons, the far future, the

deep past.

'I've been fiinkingabor

say. 'To work on a fthing
It was strange to hear r
"W'ow,' said Marcus- u

got friends up t-here?"

'No,' I said, mv mou

always looking for people

There was bafled silen

intently. The worst passil

Again, I felt compelled ro

'I mean, I was jrrsr gc

work on the, um, the rrar

No-one said anr.rting-

-ight not be ttre correct

I heard my own r-oice sar. ;

unnecessary statemenrs- -I

statement, at least, was tr
of thought in mv mind. b

almost. In the followine:

J *-ll:i\-. .rS -ll,--, :l : :.

:*i -l;r.:ir-.':- ,.r - -:- -

I had to air the place ou

smoke. She just did; fid
lighrer that I didni doubr

'You must have some kind of plan, though?' said Marcus. Thus far,

I had been careful to avoid the subject of summer, or, when pressed,

to bat it away. And it was oddto have no plan; I could see that now.

Most of the other students had vague plans - summer jobs organized

by relatives, weekends at festivals, trips abroad. But even vague plans

were better than no plans at all.

'Not sure yet,' I said breezily, tryrng to turn a negative into a pos-

itive. hs I say, world's my oyster really.' I could have stopped there,

but something - the painful sense that I was always, no r-natter how

hard I tried, lagging behind them - made me carry on talking.
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SOLACE HOUSE

'Yeah, but... you can pick it up on the job.' I just wanted this

conversation to be over now. I looked to Marcus for help, but he was

still gazing out of'the window.
'Also,' said Amethyst, putting her lighter back inside her handbag

and zipping it up, 'dont you have to be really strong to work on a

fishing boat?'

hgain,' I said, irrevocably entairgled in the flypaper of this ludicrous

fiction, 'I can shape up on the job.'
'Right.' She smiled and raised her eyebrows. ''Well. It'll be inter-

esdng to see what you look like in September.' She stretched, arching

her back like a cat. I knew from experience this meant that, truth or

lie, whatever I was saylng had ceased to interest her. She reached for

the bottle of wine and splashed the last of it into her glass. TheJazz-

Funk compilation was still playing at a low volume, the Brand New

Heavies or Galliano or someone. I couldnt actually tell the tracks

apart; I found this kind of music irritating. I suddenly realized I'd

only bought this album because Amethyst had mentioned in passing

that she liked it.
'\7hen do you think you'll be back in the country?' I asked

casually, trylng to make it sound as if the answer was of very little

concern to me.

'September.'Amethyst flicked her hair back. 'As close to term time

as bloody possible!'

''Well, why dont we meet up?' This was a plan I had considered

raising for a long time, and was now straining hard to pass off as

something I d only just thought of. In that respect, it was the precise

inverse of the conversation I d just endured, only just as awlcward.

'\flhen we get back?' said Marcus.

'Yeah,' I said, 'I mean, I suppose, the three of us, sure. But I was

thinking more ofjust-'
''We could go out!' said Amethyst, smiling. A night on the town.

'We could all meet up in London and go out!'
'\7ell, I mean, we coubl-' I began.

'Thatt a great ideal'saic

Parkwe can go to. We cor

there's about a billion rea
'Theret a new club I wa

'Itwas set up bytwo DJs f
Krauitz in there!' This was

couple of seconds to abso

"W'ow,' I said flath'.

'Yes,' said Ame*rvst. t

night out would be like- '

'!7hen will you be bn

directing the question at,{

were shot through with a
Neither of them apoe

to affect indifference, ab

them leaving. abou: ::
a-nd myneed to lie abou
werything.

And the needlings oi
were, ultimatelv, s-rll a,

of TheAnnihiiato: : -
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3. Under night\ urging tbat treacherous euening,

Reason and base lies engineered:

Mad and tleluded, erring; perceiuing

In tedium, infinite fertrs.

4. Under lone exile, desire: eu€n now,

This house entices, sttrprises

Until naught remains; I see easily how

An unquiet night terrorizes.

r sLEpr BADLy. My night was full of half-dreams, broken scenarios

in n-hich I rvas alw'ays close to humiliation, abandonment and utter

defeat; I woke feeling as if Id falien down a flight of stairs. Tb cheer

myself, I dragged a chair over to the window and sat watching, with

a cup of instant coffee ancl a cigarette, as the rooms at The Ridge

began ro empt,v.

At first, i'll adrnit, it was funny to me, seeing evervone leave. From

rhree floors up, I u,atched, delighted, as they packed up - along r,r.ith

their Anglepoise lamps and stereo sl,'stems - their lurid, noisy university

personas. The people they had tried out being, .,rrearing like costume,

fbr t1-re past Iear.
And so, there rvent Nick'lanner, captain of the university rugby

team, climbing sombrely into the black Saab that belonged to his dad,

rn.ho, it transpired, was some kind of clergyman. Nicks expression was

a mask of shock; he looked for all the world like hecl been arrested.

I half-expected his stern-faced father to push him down bv the top of

his head inro rh. r:---. :::
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I2 SOLACE HOUSE

be smoothed away by time, its h."dy and unique favour condensed by

memory into a series of images bland as fashcards; a dance, a laugh,

a kiss, a song, stripped of aII vitaliry.

And every hour, the corridor I lived on, and the hall of residence

that surrounded it, grew quieter; the building around me seemingly

growing larger and more imposing as its population dwindled. h's libe

thry\e all Qting,I thought, as I shut the window. Succumbing, each

one, to a disease thatwould take them, and leave me, cursed and alone,

with the ofle person whose company I wasrit sure I could endure.

After lunch, Marcus andAmethyst left together in Marcust car. This

inade sense, as they both lived in \7est London; Marcus in Ealing,

Amethyst in Notting Hill. Neither of them had very much stufl so

their belongings all fitted into Marcust battered blue Volvo. I per-

suaded him to take a couple of boxes of my things too, partly because

it reduced my luggage here solely to things I could carry, which I felt

might be handy, and partly because I wanted a hooh some sort of
obligation, in Marcus's life. Even someone as allergic to short-term

planning as I knew that beyond the immediate problem of summer

lay the larger problem of next year's living arrangements, and I half-

hoped that Marcus and I might get a house together, maybe with
Phil. Leaving Marcus in possession of my music system was therefore

a tactical move. It meant that when he came back, one of the first

people he would have to see would be me.

I helped them load the car. Every cardboard box I carried was a

step closer to being alone, and having to face whatever happened

next, so of course I dawdled. \Vhen the car was finally packed,

I realized I was staring at Amethyst, as if I were a faithfirl dog, she

my indifferent owner.

'I suppose this is it,' I said, more sadly than I intended. In response,

she smiled a restrained, political smile.

'See you, Alex.'

'Thke care out there,' I s

I can write to you.'

She looked excessivelr g

sion that Marcus was grinr
'Goodbye then,' I said- \

I wanted her to embrace mt

miss me. I wanted to rrurfir

gaYe me a perfunctor.y hug

herself from me with the:
but necessaryduty. And, u.l

I could maintain fie agom

being a couple, that the end

in a road t-hat led to a bear

delusion all summer. Befr

hand clapped firmlv onto

fingers and thumb mighr n
'See you on the ofrer :

punching me. And ttren. h

of the Volvo and sn'ung hi
As he did so, he murtEr

ofhis mourh, 'Good hrch o

For a split second I per

eased - a ripe spot abour r

Amethvst, alreadv in the

I{arcuss ribs. Then. \tarcx
up the driven'av, andAmcr

passenger windoq' and gat

And rhe!'E'ere gore-
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