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         The rain stopped, and then she went. She walked the way she liked best: with direction. Feet to the gravel, lungs working but not overworking. Undershirt dampening, and it felt good. Early January, new moon and clear nights. Orion bright to the south, but this morning the sky was grey. Before long, maybe in a couple of days or three, the daylight would spread, and she trudged along the bridle path beside the windbreak. On the field beyond, there had been corn last summer. Some kindly person left an area harvested but unploughed. For geese and whooper swans. They liked to gather there. Every now and then they would take flight, tracing an arc across the area.

         Reaching the copse, she looked back at Magna’s house. It was hers now, sat small and red at the end of the track. She could see the machinery shed with its sheets of rusted metal. Rain and wind were corroding the side gates. One refused to open, and the other shrieked when she pushed at it. But the larger one at the end was left open year round. The gate in the gable wall was a black square, decorative in the landscape, and at night when she went down there to fetch the firewood, she’d pause inside and revel in the scent of rancid oil and wood chips. If she was 10 lucky, the wind would pick up, and the corrugated sheets would rattle like an orchestra of saucepan lids.

         Inside was a place of withdrawing, of patient waiting. And sometimes, if she went walking in the twilight, she left the light on in the kitchen. It drew a bright square in the gloom, floating somewhat to the right of the shed in lovely balance with the larger square, and it was easy to feel some sense of the life that had developed there. She could almost see the woman who had given the house its name, peeling potatoes at the kitchen sink. Or she saw her walking in the yard, hesitating perhaps at the angle formed between the farmhouse and the barn. It might be something in the sky, or it might be the rooks that she was listening for.

         All this must be imagined, Gunn thought as she continued northward along the old milk run, now demoted to a bridle path, and she quickened her pace. She still had to pass the heap of fieldstones. On and upward to the gravel crossroads, where on the other side the sunken track forked. The terrain was shifting: field, heath, woodland. Some areas were state-run conservation land, others owned by the local council or hunting clubs. There were patches, plots and parcels of it that belonged to indistinct names. private, read signs at rough driveways, and CCTV warnings had been fixed to the trunks of spruces outside the clubs. There was no knowing who owned what, but at the end of the wheel-tracks lay places that had once supported someone’s livelihood. L-shaped farmhouses and barns. Sometimes only the foundation wall was left. When she searched the undergrowth, she found discarded bits of household goods and farming tools 11 laid down. There were shards, heavy nails, rubber tyres. There were bits of glass and screws. And moss, this was evident.

         Last winter she had driven up one of these sunken tracks. It wasn’t long after she had moved here once and for all, and everything was difficult to read. The Institute was her focus. The locals greeted her with raised index fingers from their cars. If they greeted her at all. Where the wheel ruts turned off from the main road there was a house number in blue enamel, seventeen, which meant there had to be a place, and hence the car ought to be able to drive through that place. The people who had once been its inhabitants would have had to sell their milk, borrow a horse, a harrow, a cup of sugar. Which must mean infrastructure, and so she took the turning.

         At the end of the road she had found a small property with a yard, but the track ended there, and she soon saw that the gable walls of the farmhouse had collapsed. The temperature was sub-zero; at night it creaked. Nobody could live in such a house, and she made sure to bring her phone. The snow had frozen into knots in the yard as she moved cautiously towards the side wall, looked in. New bricks were stacked in what had to be a kind of entryway inside. Somebody intended to repair the house, and she couldn’t remember if it was this sign of activity that had stopped her taking pictures. It was either that or the smell of damp and rot, the overturned plastic chairs and the floors further inside.

         Instead she’d walked the length of the house, peering in through the windows. Near the corner, where the farmhouse and the barn met, a cover she didn’t dare step on, and above it a hook for hanging game, and another hook. The gate painted 12 black, but somebody had pressed a mortar-coloured hand against it. As a warning, most likely, because everything about that place, as Gunn recalled, had been simmering with the rigid drawing of lines, and yet she’d walked around the far end of the barn anyway. There was foot traffic there, and she pulled the hood of her coat more tightly over her head.

         New to the area, but already she knew the least movement near the shooting stands or bait sites might activate various game cameras. And in this place they would be obvious. Whatever lingered in this place wasn’t ashamed of that type of thing, and yes, there they were: the game cameras. She had seen them as she rounded the end of the building. Lashed with straps to a few medium-sized, self-sown trees, angled towards a bait site in the middle of the clearing that had once been the garden. Someone must come by every now and then to retrieve the cameras’ little memory cards, she’d thought. Then they’d go home and drink cans of beer while deer, foxes, cats and people like herself moved around the bait site. Erections strung tight. Chest freezers ready for meat, and somewhere in the bushes a disused septic tank.

         She had photographed the game cameras without trespassing into their angle of activation. Khaki green, they were, camo-patterned. The lens on one of them looked like a cluster of little hexagons; she supposed it was meant to look like an insect. Which it did, in fact, and yet she still hadn’t gone back to the car. That was last year, the first proper winter in the house people called Magna’s, but what happened next was still a living thing inside her. The glimpse through the trees. Of the car. It was approaching the house at relatively high speed, and unlike her 13 it knew the route. Everything about it seemed mission-oriented, and suddenly she realised she’d been caught. That somewhere or other—by the dilapidated farmhouse wall, of course—there had been a camera tucked out of sight. Yes, someone had been busier setting up a camera there than walling up the gable before winter, and this someone was headed full tilt down the rutted track in her direction.

         It was a matter of seconds, but time enough to know there was going to be a confrontation. A story would have to be concocted, and she tried to come up with something to say on the way back to her car. But then there it was. She didn’t quite make it before the car came slicing into the yard. A dark blue BMW, lowered. The driver parked vehemently, with precision, and Gunn saw that her own driver’s seat was out of reach. The BMW was now blocking the way.

         The car door opened, and he was about to materialise. There was the sound of his trouser leg and the creaking front seat. Boots to the ground, he was unfolding himself now, the master of the house. In full hunter’s camouflage, fleshy-faced. And ponytailed. Weapon raised: a phone, filming Gunn. Yes, Gunn was standing at the tail of her car, being filmed by a battle-clad woman with her feet planted wide.

         Had Gunn’s surprise been apparent on the recording?

         A slight movement of the lips, perhaps, and Gunn had said:

         – I made a wrong turn, I’m not from around here, I didn’t realise there was no through road, you can normally drive on through, can’t you? So I just parked to see if I could find where the road picks up again, that’s why I was over there. 14

         Or words to that effect, pointing at the gable wall.

         – This is private property, the road ends here, the woman said.

         – But it didn’t say private at the end of the track, answered Gunn, repeating that she didn’t know the area, which was true enough, yet not true. – Look, to be honest with you I don’t have a clue where I am. My GPS wasn’t much help. Do you get reception out here? Gunn asked, because she remembered there were dead zones in the area, and this might well be one of them, and now the other woman stood there filming. Overbearing, carried away with her power.

         – This is private property, the road ends here, the woman repeated.

         Gunn had to sidle her way towards the driver’s seat while she was still being filmed. The camera bearing down on her face, and the other woman’s sturdy body much too close. Did she smell of motor oil, the woman, or was it coming from the car? It was impossible to tell, but tonight, when Gunn goes to the shed for firewood, it will be there, the smell of oil, but rancid with age, and the image of the woman from the house with the dilapidated gable will appear as though in flashbacks, and it was all right, because Gunn had been permitted to back out in her car. She had beaten a shameful retreat, while the person filmed her number plate and allowed her to escape the trap she’d driven into.

         The good thing about that woman, thought Gunn, trudging on, was that you could see what she stood for. Having the guts to come alone was one thing, and speaking for herself was another. No, she wasn’t the type to send her messages through other people. Her face had been aglow with the right of ownership, 15 but she wasn’t one for dealing in the dark. Nothing underhand. No mask-like smile to disarm the instincts in others. Her emotions were strong and defined reality for her. She was obviously in error, but clear in her misapprehension, Gunn decided, and clarity was good. That rickety old dump of a house was hers, and it had to be defended. She had selected her weapon for the purpose, and by all appearances was proud of using it. Right down in Gunn’s face.

         I’m still a bit afraid of bumping into her again, thought Gunn. If she finds out which house I’ve moved into, I should probably get a weapon of my own. She smiled, and wasn’t even sure she’d recognise the woman’s face if their paths did cross again. It was more her body, the concreteness of it. Those wide-planted feet. As though she had to stand like that to leave room for her enormous cock.

         
             

         

         Reaching the gravel crossroads, Gunn looked from side to side. Some way to the left were a few houses, the first of which had been on the market for ages. The estate agent’s sign was wonky and rusted, and judging by how long the neighbours said it had been there, the house at the end of the long gravel track must be in a pretty bad way. Besides, thought Gunn, if the woman with the gable had taught her anything, it was to choose her short-cuts wisely. Which was why she didn’t turn left at the crossing, because the road ended at a small white property, she knew that. No through road, and so she went on over the crossing.

         She trudged into the system. One boot after another, and she walked until she had to pass the driveway to number seventeen. 16 Which was fine, as long as she didn’t dawdle there. Yes, she just had to keep going; that way she wasn’t doing anything wrong. And yet, when she drew close, she stopped and lingered. Gazing at the blue sign in the dry grass. Squinting up the sunken road, watching it bend and vanish in among the trees, and depending on the size of the property, the surroundings where Gunn stood were mined with game cameras. Digital tripwires, that was for sure. All the same, she’d been a person of clarity, Gable Woman. Her power brandished in Gunn’s face in the form of a mobile phone. And that was interesting, thought Gunn. Nothing under the table, no sham. No, there were clear lines:

         This is private property, the road ends here.

         She’d been clumsy about it, Gable Woman. Strong, no doubt about that, brutish, yes, and Gunn continued northward. Then she stopped despite herself and went back. She inspected the enamel sign, glanced around a bit and jabbed a middle finger towards the number seventeen. She did it quickly, and she did it in defiance. She was standing on a public road, after all, and no matter what that oaf of a woman might have lashed to the trees on the other side of the sign, registering anything that moved, Gunn was currently in public space. Yes, she was outside Gable Woman’s jurisdiction. She had every right to stand there, was allowed to stand there as long as she pleased; rules are rules, but then she went. She walked the way she liked best: with direction. A few hundred metres further on, she turned and slipped in among the spruces. Following a fire break until she reached a tree stand. It was leaning up against a white spruce. 17

         Coffee time, thought Gunn, as she surveyed the location. On the other side of the fire break the forest bent slightly, and behind her the trees opened up into an older clearing. Stumps, slash and branches, a single bald free-standing spruce that had been overlooked. Like a cat someone had shaved and hung up by the tail, and there might be game cameras here as well. They weren’t usually pointed towards the hunters themselves, but even so she pulled the hood up over her head and walked around the blind. Snapped a few pictures of it with her phone, put her foot on the bottom rung and tested its solidity; ascended.

         It was a windless place, damp January haze. She poured coffee and checked the number of bars on her phone. Two, but no texts, and so instead she wrote a few lines in her notebook:

         Sunday, she wrote, shooting stand in northwesterly direction, and I’m quite some way into the system. Winter hexagon clearly visible last night. Betelgeuse distinct and red. No gamma-ray bursts, nothing new from the boy. A Happy New Year from Niels. How clear and quiet everything is, the nights bright. At once secretive and soothing.

         Then she drew some sawtooth lines to represent the woodland opposite, the points of the compass and a circle to the southeast.

         Betelgeuse tonight, estimated, she wrote, and underneath that some equations, and once she’d solved them for the fun of it she stretched her arms above her head.

         The vegetation smelled of sour damp, and the heat rose from within her; her undershirt was clinging to her skin. As she sat, she imagined she felt an itch between her shoulder blades. She unzipped her jacket to see if her fingers could reach. Scratched a bit. Scratch, yes, scratch back and through, she thought. That 18 spot, just outside the reach of her nails, and then the silence, which offered nothing. No, whatever was supposed to reach out to her wasn’t reaching, and all she could do was wait. So she waited, and she closed her eyes and listened, and then the silence offered up something after all. Distant, at first, but then it was just a matter of locating it:

         It’s getting closer. It’s coming this way, and so it did. It came from the area where she’d first set out. A flock of whooper swans in conversation during transport, and she tipped back her head and did not understand at all.
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         Dusk fell in the shed, no wind, but the weather clearing. She split some logs, breathed in the scent. Hemp rope, oil, firewood and the clear evening visible through the gap in the south gable wall. The aperture was thin and focused, and through it she could see two woolly figures at the foot of the hill. The neighbour woman with her youngest, most likely, both kitted out in glowing headlamps and swaying softly as they rode at walking pace. Depending on which route they chose, they would be coming through her yard and northward on the old milk run, or they’d keep going straight at the bottom of the hill.

         But here they came. They took their sweet time up the hill, and she stood putting logs into the basket as the headlamps danced like orbs above the fallow field in the growing dark. The mother on the bigger Icelandic at the back, the daughter at the front, but no longer small, thought Gunn. All things considered it was as though, in the year Gunn had been observing her, someone had grabbed hold of her at either end and yanked in both directions. She said as much as she went out into the yard to meet them:

         – Look at you, sitting like a grown-up, Jenny, she said, which was disingenuous, because the girl was almost hanging there, and they halted, the horses’ winter coats steaming, mother and 20 daughter, Brit and Jenny, in identical riding helmets with attached lamps.

         – Happy New Year, Brit said, and they chatted a little about how the holidays had been, and: – Yes, she’s growing. If she carries on like this it won’t be long before we’re buying her a bigger horse.

         The mother laughed, which made the girl slouch sullenly on her Icelandic glance back, and her mother brushed a hand over her face. She did that a lot, and every now and then a blush swept across her cheeks. Always happy, but that hand reaching for the mouth as though to stop what the mouth had already helplessly let slip.

         – The weather’s calm, and the sky looks clear again, said Gunn. – Are you riding far?

         They weren’t. In fact they were about to turn and ride back. But they’d seen the lights from the road and the mother had said, why don’t we ride up and see Gunn? So Jenny could ask her herself.

         – Ask me what?

         Gunn set the basket of firewood at her feet.

         – She’s got this school project, the mother went on. – And Jenny really wanted to write about that black thingummy you’ve got hanging in your kitchen, what’s it called, you know, so that’s what we were thinking.

         Something buzzed in Gunn’s pocket, a vibration against her thigh: a text. She took a swift glance, but no, it wasn’t from the satellite. It was from the boy, and in a moment it would buzz again. 21

         – Which year are you in again? Is it eight or nine? she asked Jenny.

         – Nine.

         – Anyway, they’re supposed to come up with a topic by themselves, said Brit. – So we were thinking it might be fun, since we’ve got you next door. This one needs something interesting to get her teeth into, since she doesn’t fancy a year at boarding school like all the other kids her age.

         Gunn waited for her pocket to buzz again, but no, don’t focus there right now, because the headlamps made mother and daughter look like Cyclopes.

         Of course, Gunn said. – What did you have in mind?

         It didn’t look like Jenny had anything much in mind, really, or perhaps it was the violent change her body was undergoing. When not dazzled by the lone eye, she could see the strange absence of identity in the girl’s face, and then came the pulse in her pocket again. A small jolt, and Gunn raised her hand, about to place it on the horse’s nose, but she must have moved too quickly; the animal made to rear up. But Jenny had it, no hesitation. No, no affectation there. She acted swiftly, instinctively, a beautiful common-sense reflex, and retained control.

         – We can find a day for you to drop by. Does that sound good? she asked.

         The girl nodded, and Brit finalised the details for her, coordinated and decided that it would be Saturday. Yes, Saturday, after Poul’s go-karting.

         Well, that’s how it goes when you’ve got a dad who’s so handy with a screwdriver, eh Jenny? her mother said. 22

         The girl shrugged. Gunn smiled. They took their leave and turned the winter-coated animals in the yard. A brief blinding flash of the headlamps in rotation, and then they moved away in the direction they had come. Swaying shapes, exerting a mutual pull on each other’s mass, a mother and a daughter, and as they passed the bare cherry-plum trees at the bottom of the garden, Gunn called out:

         – I’ll be needing a haircut soon!

         And the mother raised a hand and answered:

         – Just give me a ring!

         Then they continued down the hill toward the postbox, the whitebeam and the crosswise gravel path home. Which was a neatly tended place to the east, a proper family with a different order of gravity. A force such as that could make matter behave in peculiar ways, she knew, and took her phone out of her pocket. Opening the message from the boy, she paused with the firewood at her feet as the lights receded into the darkness:

         Happy New Year. All good. 31° 51’ N, 91° 39’ W, he wrote.

         He had sent a picture with it. A photo of his hand against a white-painted wooden wall. As though to document the validity of the information. If she got the urge to double-check the data.

         It was what they had agreed: she would pay for his road trip, he would send her coordinates and visual documentation, and that was fine. He had to learn to orientate himself. It was part of being an adult, after all; she didn’t want responsibility for him anymore, and in any case it was impossible now. No, he had to learn to resist other people’s ideas, find his own way. Things had become destabilised in the civilisation he had left. But he’d find 23 that out for himself sooner or later. A regular little Sergei Krikalev he was, energetic and gifted, that was for sure, and then she felt a surge of relief that he’d kept their agreement after all, sending the coordinates. The sight of his hand, the slightly crooked little finger. She had known that hand since it had belonged to a child. Dusted with chalk, but there was no mistaking it in the picture: he was a young man now, and a young man must be able to orientate himself. To stand on his own two feet, and she wasn’t going to check the coordinates. There had to be some sort of trust, and she stretched, because it felt good to stand like that. Up on her tiptoes, rising. Darkness settling now across the area. There were the sudden stars. Another centimetre more and she could touch them with her fingertips.

         
             

         

         But she couldn’t just leave it, could she, the coordinates. No, she would solve his riddle that evening. Go slowly now, Gunn, she said to herself, bending over the basket of firewood. You can’t rush insight. It needs a systematic approach, ideally with a strong hypothesis. It’s about data. Data points are not thoughts in a stream to be stopped. They exist and can be read and understood once they are discovered, set down, documented and computed. Data to the decimal, yes, and there may not be enough of it to draw conclusions, but what data points have been established are factual and viable stepping stones to new knowledge. We must be bookkeepers: data can only be reliably interpreted if one doesn’t get carried away, and there was the handle of the bucket in her hand. There was one foot after another, through the kitchen and across to the stove. Put the bucket down, the kettle on. Socks, 24 back to the living room, newspaper and briquettes. Pause until the fire is lit, and the kettle in the kitchen has long since clicked off. No rush, make the instant coffee and stir it less bitter with milk.

         Only then did she sit down and write in her notebook:

         Sunday. New Year’s greeting came in 16.21, photographic documentation. He also sent coordinates. Southern USA, estimated.

         Patience. That was the basis of all research. That and curiosity, hard work and the ability to cope with disappointment, or at least to keep researching off the back of it. She had taught him that. The best thing that could happen to you was a paradox, a concatenation of discoveries, friction and collapsed assumptions: all new knowledge gives you the right to think, and a willingness to fail points you forward.

         She had taught him that.

         She lit a candle and fell back into her own thoughts, listening to the soft pursuits of night around the house. The fox perhaps, a deer or the rustle of the stone marten. Like electricity, it sounded, and somewhere to the northeast far away she could see a single tractor trundling back into the shed with a bucket full of feed. Out to the silage, home to the cows and the potatoes: Sava, Bintje, Folva, Estima. Boil them up just right, although Bintje was very mealy boiled, as she recalled. Sava, on the other hand, took boiling well. Gravy draped across it smooth as a quilt, and now she was hungry. There were maybe-maybe not potatoes in the pantry, and she glanced over at the door. On it was the poster of the black thingummy that had piqued Jenny’s interest.

         Or was it Brit?

         Yes, more likely Brit. 25

         Which puzzled Gunn, because she couldn’t remember Brit ever asking her about work in all the time they’d been neighbours. Not when she cut her hair, or when they ran into each other in the system. Sometimes they’d drink coffee in the kitchen: no questions, just chatter about food and potted plants, and Gunn preferred to talk about the potted plants.

         The biggest problem, when you don’t know anything, is asking the first question. Gunn knew that, and she also knew that was the blessing. But yes, it’s best to have something solid to seize hold of before you grope your way forwards. The end of a rope, fragments of a language at least, but no matter how much I alter mine, I still sound strange to Brit’s ears, thought Gunn. And I make her nervous. She might come across as uneducated, that’s why. Which she is, and yet I’m the one disrupting our shared understanding of reality.

         But at least Brit was a good mother. Or so Gunn assumed, and a good mother is not to be scoffed at, even if good motherhood was sometimes tricky to deal with. Certain practical and loving people viewed abstractions as attempts to escape, and thus a way of failing at what was essential in life. Highly educated, sure, but what did Gunn know really? The really could not be measured and calculated mathematically. Instead you were supposed to make an effort with what was in front of you. Present yourself as the natural centre of a given family. Stuff your knowledge of placentas and sour nursing pads down strangers’ throats. It was natural, sacred almost, and preordained.

         Spectroscopic surveys, on the other hand? No thank you, not while we’re eating. 26

         And yet. On the pantry door hung an old poster of the dark hub at the centre of Messier 87. Millions of light-years away, but because of that black thing Brit had come riding up the hill at dusk. She had brought her daughter as a pretext. Other people’s children, thought Gunn, as she got to her feet and rummaged vainly for potatoes in the bucket behind the door. She found only a few wrinkled, inedible tubers already sprouting, and wrote ‘potatoes’ on a shopping list next to the spice shelf.

         She boiled her spaghetti, ate it, with the black thing luminous just a few feet from the kitchen sink. Held up with tape at the corners in what the locals called Magna’s house, and which was now Gunn’s, although nobody really understood why.

         It’s to do with the sky, she had informed the local paper when she moved in, but that didn’t change the fact that nobody really understood why.

         
             

         

         Not until that evening did she type in the coordinates from the boy’s message, and it was as expected, although she’d never heard of the place before: Sicily Island, Louisiana. A one-horse town not far from the Mississippi River on its heaviest route south. A church, a high school, a supermarket. Not a single touristy photograph to be found on the web. The place had an opioid-ridden, dying look, and if he’d sent a similar picture to his parents they’d be standing in their open-plan kitchen right now gazing anxiously at each other. They would adjust the light above the kitchen island with that dimmer switch his father had installed, and they would agree to direct their anger towards Gunn. That was for sure. But he was getting on all right, the boy. She knew 27 that, and there was no reason to lose sleep over what he was doing in that hole, and what would happen when he came home. If he did come home, and she typed.

         Happy New Year. All good here. Static coordinates. Like you I’m in the back of beyond, I see. Remember to look up.

         Should she send a picture as well?

         No, no picture, and then she hit send. He wouldn’t reply, and she wouldn’t lose sleep over it. It wasn’t her responsibility, and still she lay sleepless when she went to bed.

         It was partly the coordinates, partly the foot Brit had stuck in the door, and on top of that the gamma-ray bursts. She had taken these shifts so that her colleagues could enjoy the holiday with their families. Now the phone was on her pillow, in case there was a burst in the middle of the night. Anything that would be able to wake her if she dozed off was switched on, turned up. Above her, on the other side of the skylight she’d had put in, was a stretch of night sky. Over in the wide south-facing dormer window was the reflecting telescope. They’d been about to chuck it when they cleared out the teaching lab. But how big and beautiful it was. Pillar-box red and specially designed, and beyond it she could make out the lowermost stars in the Winter Hexagon. Betelgeuse and the Pleiades hung—one billowing, one trembling—out of sight somewhere past the window frame. Most of this had to be imagined from the bed, without the telescope, but she couldn’t be bothered to get up, and there was Rigel, if she felt like it, but she didn’t.

         She thought of Sicily Island, Louisiana, and of course that couldn’t be seen even with the telescope. His hand against the 28 white clapboard building, and how deeply she hoped he was activating his ability to orientate himself. In the meantime she was waiting for the next data set. From his trip, from the satellite, from the telescope, from Niels, from various students, from colleagues and from the deep universe. Yes, waiting for news with a faint heaviness in the body. It came and went and settled at the bottom of her, and she couldn’t sleep. Every time she tried to sink herself into sleep, she bobbed back up into consciousness again. Like a wobble-bottomed toy. Kept upright by all the things that might reach out and meddle: the will and ill-will of other people, their children and projects. And the gamma-ray bursts, and they were important. The smartphone against her thigh in her pocket by day. Close to her ear on the pillow by night. So that the satellite could get hold of her when the bursts came. That was how they did it, Merry Christmas. And no, she couldn’t sleep now, and so she looked up:

         
             

         

         It was the same night sky she and everybody else had grown up underneath, with no notion of what exorbitant depths it contained. When she was a child, it was a black dome placed over the world each night, but behind that darkness was a light. Somebody had taken a cosmic needle and poked holes in the dome so that the light could filter in. These pinpricks constituted the stars, and when you’re little you’re allowed to imagine anything. It is an unheard-of privilege, and she had watched the Moon from the back seat of her father’s car. The way it always stayed still as he drove. It might disappear behind the trees, might be swallowed by the lighting in the streets, but the car kept driving on, and 29 before long the Moon would pop up again. And again. Exactly where it was supposed to: waning, waxing, but constant, and now there she hung, just like the Moon, observing the expanse where she was trying to fall asleep.

         It lay huge and dark, deep in the body of the landscape. At the periphery, the big cities with their golden nightlights bound together by long threads of motorway. Colonies of light, throngs of people, but there in the rural dark: an area whose infrastructure crumbled year on year. The geography was only for those in the know. Difficult to set out into, and at regular intervals people got disorientated and drove up gravel paths to places that no longer existed, or where the original track cut off. Long roads to dead ends, points where nobody passed through and which were suitable for hiding.

         This is private property, the road ends here, and then the game cameras, the shooting stands, and she had found dilapidated camper vans abandoned in the depths. Small cabins with exotic names, but that far in the only visitors were accidental.

         Orientating oneself meant knowledge of the road names and the ability to distinguish between a road where there were people living and a tractor trail. What looked like a through road on the map would often have transformed in the interim into a field. GPS didn’t work, coverage was patchy, and when it got so dark that if you were looking down from a satellite, as Gunn now drowsily imagined, the whole area would seem like some kind of crater.

         But looking up from this dark hole, the night sky was a paradise of signs. Yes, seen from down in the crater, the sky was a 30 piece of living archaeology, and the longer Gunn could spend gazing out at it, the better her grasp of the root of time. Burst by burst, flock of rooks by flock of rooks, and here I hang, she thought, tidally locked for the night, with my face turned to the earth like the Moon itself. I am somewhere in between them, hanging from a sewing thread, ready to fall or to rise.

         What do I know?

         What do I know that I don’t know? What would I like to know?

         She repeated these questions so long that towards morning she was able to sink into a flickering sleep. Heart active as a baby bird’s. Ear turned towards the gamma-ray bursts from the pillow. Trying to crawl her way towards a spot between her shoulder blades. Scratch, scratch back, and no storm passed across the land. There was quiet and a new moon, black as soot outside, and far above the Earth, Betelgeuse was burning.
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         It was saturday. The girl sat in the kitchen. Cast in January light from the window, and she had positioned herself with her back to the pantry and the poster of the black thingummy. Next to the mug was her phone and a bag of potatoes from her mother.

         Sava, replied the girl, when questioned about the variety. Not stupid, thought Gunn, taking note of the white socks against the wooden floor. Must be cold, for one thing, not to mention they’d be getting dirty. She fetched a pair of wool socks from the basket in the hall, handed them to Jenny.

         – I know it’s a bit chilly in here, but you can take your coat off.

         Then Gunn lit the candle on the table, found the pad and pen, while the girl shifted slightly on the chair, shrugging off her quilted jacket.

         – Right. Let me just …

         Gunn hung the jacket over the chair at the end of the table, then went over to the biscuit tin, tipping some of its contents onto a plate.

         – Left over from Christmas, she said, setting them in front of the girl. 32

         There was something pale, something transparent about her. Her hair was straight, the eyes a pale slate grey, the mouth small and tight somehow, thought Gunn, but her fingers like her legs were long and slim, and they pulled the socks adroitly onto her big feet. When she was finished, she sat drooping a little at the table. Shoulders thrust forward and down, as though to protect the chest. A faint red to the cheeks, from shyness or cold. Oddly sexless, and she had been here before, but with her mother.

         – Did you cycle? asked Gunn.

         – No, I walked, said Jenny.

         – Do you like hiking?

         Jenny shrugged, and Gunn nudged the plate of gingerbread across the table, poured tea into the orange mug she’d given her. On it was a classic novel published by Penguin. Jane Austen and Persuasion were printed on the side.

         – You know her? asked Gunn, nodding in the direction of the mug.

         Jenny looked, said:

         – Yeah, a bit. From films, mostly.

         – I bought that mug in Boston. Well, I bought two of them actually, Gunn went on, because somebody had to say something. It was difficult to settle on a topic, and the girl smelled faintly of iron, Gunn thought.

         – Have you ever been to the US?

         Slight shake of the head.

         – Well, not that it matters, Gunn said. – You can buy that mug in all sorts of shops all across the world. Including here. I gave the other one away. I think orange is such a nice colour, 33and back when I bought it I thought the word was nice as well. Persuasion.

         Then there was silence, and Gunn loved silence, but not the kind between people. That kind was full of things needing to be addressed, and it was therefore a distraction. It was always somebody’s responsibility to pinpoint the other person’s reality, to enter into it, and there was no reason that that responsibility should be Gunn’s, but the girl was fifteen. Potted plants and cooking out of the question. On the other hand, she seemed at home with varieties of potato, and Gunn rubbed her eyes in the weary light.

         – I’m so glad you wanted to visit me, she said, although that was disingenuous. – I’d love to hear about your school project. Disingenuous.

         – It’s just an essay, Jenny said.

         – On that?

         Gunn pointed over Jenny’s shoulder at the poster of the black hole in the constellation of Virgo, fifty-five million light-years away from her kitchen.

         – I’ve come up with some questions, Jenny said, reaching for her phone.

         – Fire away, said Gunn, taking a piece of gingerbread.

         The girl’s grey eyes lifted from the screen, and the question landed with peculiar precision.

         – Why is your name Gunn?

         Gunn’s biscuit hesitated by her mouth. The question was innocuous enough, but not relevant to the topic at hand. And the answer would come, and the answer would lead to new 34questions, and the answers to them would trickle onto Jenny’s phone, home to Brit, then on to a hairdressing client or two and from there to the supermarket, where they might also be interested in black holes.

         – I don’t know, but I’ll tell you a funny story. In order to take that picture over there— she pointed at the poster – you need to use a little doodah called a Gunn receiver. Not named after me, of course, but …

         The girl’s fingers danced virtuosically over the tiny keyboard, and Gunn estimated they had stopped after the word ‘doodah’.

         – Next question? Gunn asked, putting the gingerbread in her mouth. – Actually, why don’t you tell me more about this assignment? Maybe we should start there.

         Jenny looked out at the yard, at the plate of biscuits, said:

         – It’s just supposed to be an essay about something we find interesting.

         – And you think this sort of thing is interesting?

         That shrug again, and it seemed to Gunn that if she reached out, took hold of the girl, what met her grasp would be some gaseous matter. A kind of fog, one that was possible to move through, but not perhaps without emerging coated in some sort of mass. She was wearing a nice knitted cardigan and jeans. Underneath the cardigan a shirt neatly buttoned. The straight hair in a ponytail, but her face could be anything at all, and then there was that faint smell of iron.

         Taking a deep breath, Gunn pushed back her chair. – Okay, she said, and she asked Jenny to turn around so that she was facing the poster her mother had pretended she was interested 35in. She went to sit beside her, so they were both confronted with the pantry door.

         She handed Jenny the pad and pen.

         – Might be nice to draw what I’m saying, and then she said all the things a teenager forced into a visit might perhaps understand:

         That the Earth is a planet, the Moon a satellite, the Sun a star, and the solar system located in a galaxy called the Milky Way. This is just one of an inconceivably vast number of galaxies in a dynamic universe created at the dawn of time by some mysterious impulse of expansion, and it really did prove to be the dawn of time, the birth of light, propelling all the matter in the universe ineluctably outward; and yet some matter was also in motion towards other matter, including towards points like M87*, a black hole of the type that was believed to sit at the heart of all spinning galaxies. Of all the forces in the universe, gravity, on the cosmological level, was stronger than most. The distances, Jenny, the distances, and you can’t disconnect gravity from acceleration, and you can’t disconnect time from space. And there on the poster was gravity in its most extreme form. Its innermost being. A black hole may once have been a star that collapsed under its own weight, and where the star had collapsed there was now a vortex. It attracted matter, sucked it in, devoured it, and this particular image, this was the first picture humanity had ever taken of a black hole. M87*, it was called. It wasn’t a real photograph, and yet at the time it had been spectacular. Well
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