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         ‘SHHH–––

         Listen!

         Do you hear that?

         The wind is starting to whisper …

         Do you know what’s special about today?

         It’s the first day of Ghost Month.

         This is when things change.

         Perhaps you’ve already noticed little things, strange details.

         A shadow not attached to anything.

         A face in a window which might be a trick of the light.

         A feeling someone’s behind you when no one is there.

         The dead are coming back.

         They come at dusk today.

         Sometimes it’s a good haunting –

         ghosts visiting their families and loved ones.

         Sometimes it’s a bad haunting –

         ghosts visiting those who did them wrong.

         These ghosts can look all sorts of ways.

         They might look more or less like they did in life.

         Or as they did the moment they died.

         Or – this is not so nice – like they’ve been dead some time.

         It’s OK if you are afraid … 4

         Who here is afraid?’

         All the children raised their hands. September sun filtered through the blinds, picking out little frowns, Year 5 faces scrunched with worry.

         Jane thought her class seemed younger today. Their pictures on the walls – monsters, coffins, families with rigid smiles (last week she’d asked them to draw their feelings) – looked more naive, the figures more stick-like, the colours less fixed within the lines.

         ‘Don’t be afraid.’ She tried to sound fearless and confident. ‘None of you has done these ghosts wrong, have you? None of you has anything to hide. So you have nothing to fear.’ Whether she believed this didn’t matter; it was one of those things you said to others.

         The children lowered their hands and looked unsure. Eddie Adeyemi stared out of the window in a daze. One to watch, that boy. His records mentioned a recent death in the family.

         ‘Any questions?’

         A little hand went up. ‘Is this still English class, Miss?’

         ‘It is, Tommy. I just wanted to warn you.’

         Tommy’s hand rose again. ‘I heard fire scares them off, Miss. Is that true?’

         ‘I don’t think anything scares them off.’

         All the watching eyes widened.

         ‘Now, they get called many names,’ Jane continued. ‘I’ll say some so you know. People talk about phantoms, spirits, ghouls, poltergeists, phantasms, spooks, spectres, shades … 5Those all mean “ghosts”, OK? And they have newer names too: lost souls, old friends, visitors – if someone talks about friends or visitors this month they might mean the dead.’ Whatever people talked about this month, she thought, they were probably talking about the dead. ‘Or they might use other names like other-siders, lost ones, or intruders …’ She tried to think of a lighter name to end on. None came to her.

         
            *

         

         Late summer in London. A last rush of heat and light. The city in a perpetual haze: shimmering skyscrapers, trembling high-rises. People staggered about like sleepwalkers. Beneath the surface, though, everyone was alert for what was coming.

         Jane rode the Central Line at half past four, heading east from Shepherd’s Bush. Had rush hour once lasted a single hour? She could not recall such a time. The tube was packed. Passengers crammed in so tight you could poke out your tongue and lick the sweat from your neighbour’s cheek. Many looked exhausted, halfway to ghosts themselves. You just knew they’d come back wearing that miserable expression, that awful tie. Others looked smug, as if already congratulating themselves on how well-adjusted they were, how smoothly they’d navigate the next four weeks.

         She thought of her class. ‘Who is afraid?’ and all their hands rising. What an awful thing to put children through. She wasn’t sure they understood what was happening, if understanding was better or worse. She worried so much for them. But as the train carried her further from school 6her thoughts of the children faded, replaced with worries of her own.

         With each stop the train grew more crowded. Jane, mouth pursed, body tensed, tried to avoid all physical contact. At Marble Arch, she was pushed against a businessman reeking of booze and sweat, who made no attempt to keep his body away from hers. When a pocket of space opened up beside him at Bond Street, he stayed pressed close. Was he one of those perverts she’d heard about? She looked into his face but could glean nothing. (Lately she’d realised you could never really know anyone else.) If the man did something and she made it known, would her fellow passengers help? You shoved people of all ages and dispositions and levels of income and anger into a metal can in a hole in the ground and expected some faint social contract to hold everything in place. How tenuous, how horrifying, everything seemed.

         All the adverts in the carriage were for the season now upon them. Haunted? Take a break with Bliss – a brand of sedatives. At Greenways, a fast-food franchise announced, we know the value of family. That’s why there’s always seats for your deceased at our restaurants. Department stores offered reminders you could ruin this moment without their help. Investment firms were here for you. Hotel chains wanted it known they understood the complexities of grief, love and death.

         She squeezed out in a flood of people at Oxford Circus. Escalators carried her to street level, lifting her into the light. During this season, please take care when travelling, the tannoy intoned. The service can get very busy at peak times. Please 7respect others’ personal space. Ask yourself, does this person have substance? Might they be alive? Shock and misunderstandings are the primary causes of accidents on our network.

         Outside, the mood was hectic. Wherever you looked, wild motion. People pushed past with last-minute supplies. Shaven-headed Hari Krishnas drummed and chanted. Someone shoved a flyer into her hand for a grief group on Thursdays in Chinatown. Shopkeepers shouted their wares, every type of remedy, avoidance, cure. Practise safe hex! Hexes for exes! Don’t let a dead ex steal your lover’s heart! Tin-foil helmets so the ghosts can’t read your thoughts. Menthol sticks which, rubbed under the eye, simulate tears. Twenty pounds for a ghost-repelling gizmo suspiciously similar to a regular desk fan. Crosses. Amulets. Snake oil galore. The spiritual and the capital in rampant, excessive bloom. Masks of all types too – hide from the dead, hide from the living when you’re followed by dead you wished you weren’t. This season, the face covering of choice was the Japanese Noh mask: blank and expressionless, a condition to aspire to. Ancient and ‘other’ practices were deemed more effective than their Western equivalents.

         Jane pushed through, sickened by all this piggybacking on death. Everything was a deal, a business. Yet she was here for precisely such a purpose.

         She had a brisk, clipped way of moving. Which, combined with her short height and sharp features and clothes in various shades of brown, often made people think of a bird. A sparrow perhaps, or a finch. ‘You’re like a little bird,’ they’d say. And Jane would say, ‘Oh?’, as if she’d never heard such 8a thing in her life and weren’t they extraordinary for thinking of it. She was anxious to be liked. Anxious, these days, about a lot of things. Since Sandra left she’d started having heart palpitations. She was known to her GP. Each time, she thought of the coronary that killed her father.

         Huge crowds surrounded the street preachers, once all but ignored. ‘Five years since they started coming back!’ one told his listeners. ‘Five years since the shadow fell. Why now? What does it mean? It means damnation is upon us! The higher values are losing their value. Death does not mean death, life does not mean life.’ Nearby, another shouted, ‘You know who else died and returned? Exactly!’ A third spoke of the rewards the month could bring. When we understood the pain of others we learned so much about ourselves. Some in the crowd looked disappointed; they’d had other rewards in mind.

         An old man stood in the middle of the flow, inviting hugs from passers-by. ‘I love you. Happy haunting. I love you all …’ A rise in public acts of kindness – strangers smiling at each other, giving up seats to those in need – was also noticeable this time of year. Many subscribed to the primitive belief that acts of goodwill would protect them. Jane dodged the man’s embrace.

         Family Services was on a narrow side street of grim frontages. Roughly cut beige strips lined the hallway, an unsuccessful attempt to hide a grey carpet heavily stained. In the office, two women argued with a sole employee perched in a sort of cashier’s booth. Their voices were raised, 9approaching anger, though an anger that still allowed the possibility of resolution.

         ‘I come here every year,’ the first woman said.

         ‘I want a tall one this time,’ the other said.

         ‘Every year.’

         ‘You gave me a short one last time.’

         The pouting employee looked at Jane with that summer resentment common to all workers chained to a desk. ‘Name?’ she asked.

         ‘Jane Turner.’

         The name was fed into the computer.

         ‘What did you want? Male, female, other?’

         Jane dipped her head, ashamed to speak her wants, even ones so basic, in the company of strangers. ‘Male.’

         ‘I can’t find you on here. When did you book?’

         ‘I didn’t.’

         ‘You have to book for Ghost Month.’

         ‘She didn’t book,’ said the first woman.

         The second woman whistled.

         ‘You have to book.’ It was the employee’s favourite saying.

         ‘OK, but couldn’t you—’

         ‘Not if you didn’t book.’

         ‘Please, you have to give me something. My mother’s coming back.’

         ‘Everyone’s mother is coming back.’

         ‘Why do you think we’re here?’ said the first woman.

         ‘Yeah,’ said the second. ‘You don’t see us crying boo-hoo.’

         Jane scowled. Eleven months of the year these women 10probably lived their lives as they chose, only to go crazy every September renting mediocre husbands so their dead mothers would think better of them. Her scowl was sympathetic: they were the part of herself she hated.

         The women’s complaints resumed.

         ‘Is it too much to ask for a sense of humour with this one?’

         ‘I don’t care about a sense of humour. I want one I can trust with the silverware.’

         ‘Ladies, you will get the husbands you are given.’

         Jane grabbed the employee’s hands and spoke in a low, urgent voice. ‘Listen to me. I need a husband. Today. I don’t care what state he’s in. I do not care. I just need a shell of a human being in the shape of a man.’

         ‘Jesus,’ said the second woman.

         ‘Your desperation is showing, dear,’ said the first.

         The Family Services employee remained unmoved. It couldn’t be done. Supply issues: many of their substitutes were from the EU, so you see it was simply—

         ‘I don’t care,’ Jane interrupted. ‘Anything will do.’

         Seeing Jane would not take no for an answer, the employee relented. She could probably find something, but he wouldn’t be top drawer.

         ‘So don’t come running back here complaining,’ said the first customer, who had done nothing but complain.

         ‘He will not be top drawer,’ the employee repeated. ‘I cannot stress that enough. You’re sure you want this?’

         Was she sure? Was she going to try to please a dead woman who could not be pleased? One scheme justifying another, 11one lie leading to the next. (Her gravestone would read: Happy now, Mother?) She’d never felt the need for this level of pretence before, when Sandra was in the picture. But that was then and this was now.

         
            *

         

         Home was an ex-local authority flat between Ladbroke Grove and Shepherd’s Bush. Half the block remained council housing while half had been sold to private landlords. The estate lived with a foot in both worlds. Media professionals and web developers carried their bikes past grandmothers chatting on the stairs. A few of the old ladies were getting their washing in when Jane passed. Empty clothes were said to attract the dead. It was part of the advice for avoiding them. Never touch a dead person’s comb. Don’t take the last bus or train. Beware the cry of an owl, the rustle of leaves.

         Jane cleaned her little flat madly. Retrieved from the bedside drawer the framed photos of her mother and father. Dispatched several drowsy bluebottles with a rolled-up magazine. Threw out all junk food in case Mother’s spirit snooped about. Checked every condiment for mould. The butter she replaced with low-fat spread. This year she was thinking. Thinking was better than not thinking – though not, she thought bitterly, as good as not having to think. She covered up the quote on the fridge about how sometimes success is getting to the end of the day and saying I will try again tomorrow. She sent a text to Berenice, who would remain nameless as far as her mother was concerned, saying she was sick, the doctor had ordered tests, it might be 12a good idea not to meet for a while. Everything that might embarrass, she hid. The fungal infection cream, the black lace lingerie, the library book on how to achieve big goals. The vibrator she wrapped in tin foil, which it was said ghosts could not see through. She did not believe it, but had no better alternatives. One always hoped for sophistication, but up against it superstition won out every time. She spent a solid hour scrubbing the bathroom, catching frequent glimpses of herself in the cabinet mirror. Why had she cut her hair so short? Her mother would never forgive her.

         Halfway through hoovering, her sister rang. A picture of Angie appeared on the screen, both present and absent, a sort of ghost too.

         ‘I can’t talk long. I’m cleaning.’

         ‘Why do you bother?’ Angie’s flat was a permanent state. Whorls of dust and such. She maintained she wasn’t the hoovering type.

         ‘Aside from obvious reasons of hygiene?’

         ‘It’s not like she can nag you.’

         ‘She can look naggingly at me. I can’t stand that look.’

         ‘You’re taking this too seriously.’

         ‘Why doesn’t she haunt you? Why do I have to do this every year?’ Jane asked, though she suspected she knew the answer.

         ‘How d’you think I feel that she doesn’t visit me?’ Angie said.

         ‘I think you’re delighted.’

         ‘It’s true,’ Angie admitted. ‘But you’re her favourite, that’s something.’

         ‘Her favourite to criticise maybe.’ 13

         A memory of her mother brushing a cushion like she’d keep on until she brushed through the fabric itself, at which point it would have proved useless and flimsy.

         ‘Count yourself lucky,’ Angie said. ‘I have a month of my ex following me around and Peter looking like he wants to throw himself out the window.’

         ‘Two men fighting over you. Poor Busy.’ Angie’s pet name had come from her early pronunciation of ‘spaghetti’ as ‘buzzghetti’, which became ‘Buzzy’, then ‘Buzzy Boo’, then ‘Busy Bee’, and finally ‘Busy’. Whereas Jane had got ‘Janey’, like that would do.

         ‘It doesn’t count as a love triangle if one of them is dead.’

         ‘Who says?’

         ‘Oh please.’

         Outside under the sun’s glare the trees and street furniture looked heavy and ominous. In a neighbouring flat a television played to what looked like an empty room.

         Jane said, ‘I hate this month. Everyone stuck between past and present. Can’t forget. Can’t move on.’

         ‘Totally.’

         ‘Nothing heals anymore. Everything just piles up. One feeling on top of another.’

         Angie said, ‘Last night I dreamt Harry came back and he was furious. He said, “You got over me pretty easily, didn’t you?” And I said, “What did you expect me to do? Throw myself in your grave?”’

         For once Jane agreed with her sister. ‘It’s so self-interested.

         Coming back. Moping about.’ 14

         There was a pause as each considered the other’s self-interest, weighed up whether to mention it, and decided against it.

         ‘The dead should stay dead,’ Jane said.

         ‘You can’t say that. That’s very behind the times.’

         ‘Good. I don’t want to be with the times. I hate the times.’

         ‘Perhaps it won’t be so bad. First night’s always the worst. Those awful blank faces. Though I think they’re warming up more each time they come back … Last year I was definitely getting smiles from Harry.’

         Jane suspected this ‘warming-up’ was mostly people seeing what they wanted to see. ‘Maybe she’ll leave early this year,’ she said. ‘Remember how Mum was out of her seat the minute a play or a concert ended? Didn’t even clap.’

         A pause. Here it came: Angie was going to ask. Jane pictured the curl of her lips at the other end of the phone.

         ‘So, did you do it?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘You know. Rent-a-bloke. London Gigolo.’

         ‘They’re not escorts. There’s no sex.’

         ‘Oh my God, you didn’t! So what, is he staying overnight?’

         ‘I don’t have to explain this to you.’ But telling Angie it was none of her business only ever made things worse.

         ‘I’m sorry, it’s just so funny.’

         ‘Lots of people do it.’

         ‘Lots of people get back tattoos. Lots of people are idiots.’

         ‘Fine, I’m an idiot.’

         ‘Aren’t they expensive?’ Angie had to know everything. 15

         ‘I got a discount.’

         ‘Why? Does he only have one leg or something?’

         ‘I don’t think so.’

         ‘You don’t think so?’

         Instantly, Jane knew she’d made a mistake.

         ‘You bought him sight unseen? Oh my God! You have to bring your one-legged gigolo round, do you promise?’

         ‘I’m not promising anything.’

         ‘Why? You’ll be too wrapped in the throes of passion? Isn’t he a bit he for your tastes?’

         ‘I’m going now, Busy. Bye.’

         Jane dusted the clock on the mantelpiece. Watched the seconds turn, tick by tick; the progress of time across a face. Even in the tiny movements of the clock hands, life felt beyond control. All she could do was wait for the shadow to fall.
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         ‘Holy water,’ said Victor.

         ‘Nah,’ said Tommy.

         ‘Garlic.’

         ‘Pfff. That’s a whole lie, bruv.’

         ‘Mirrors though,’ said Victor. ‘They’re scared of their reflection.’

         ‘You’re scared of your reflection,’ said Tommy.

         ‘I’m not.’

         ‘You should be.’

         ‘Ahhh!’ said Eddie. ‘He got you there.’

         The three boys trudged slowly home from school, rucksacks loose on shoulders, shoes (identical bashed-up black Kickers) scuffing pavement. Victor and Tommy were eating chips from the chicken shop with blankets of ketchup. Eddie couldn’t eat chips like that. They looked like a crime scene.

         ‘Concrete,’ Victor said confidently. He walked between the other two, his feet-splayed swagger copied from the older boys. ‘You spray ’em with concrete and when it sets, pow! You break it with a hammer.’

         ‘How you gonna spray air with concrete? You are so dumb, man.’

         ‘I know things, bro.’ 17

         The boys were nine years old and had opinions. Victor carried an inhaler for his asthma (for his fatness, Tommy said), which he claimed got him high. He could grow hair on his top lip and had seen three real-life breasts (they all agreed ghost breasts didn’t count). Tommy, the smallest of the group, had five older brothers and sisters and had been abroad twice. One of his brothers had given him a bowie knife – that was a secret. They were Eddie’s best friends. Probably Tommy first, Victor second (Victor never shut up), though it varied.

         Victor said, ‘I know if you get cut up when they’re here – like surgery? – they can creep inside you.’

         Tommy looked unimpressed.

         ‘Also if you keep your mouth open too long.’

         ‘Shut up.’

         ‘Or they can haunt food, like a hotdog, and when you eat it they take over your body.’

         Tommy looked down at his chips and threw them in a bin.

         ‘Ahhh!’ cried Victor. ‘You’re shook!’

         ‘Shut up! You’re shook!’

         ‘I gotta go.’ Eddie peeled off with a little wave. The others were too busy arguing to notice.

         He took a left onto Manville Road, then once Tommy and Victor were out of sight another left onto Cartwright. He always took the long way home to avoid the launderette. It had been two hundred and seventy-eight days since Eddie went past the launderette.

         At the pavement’s edge he looked carefully both ways 18before crossing. Other kids bowled straight over these roads without a glance – Victor held his palm up to approaching cars like he was Moses holding back the sea – not Eddie Adeyemi. His mum would tan his hide. When his mum was cross, world watch out. Strangers cleared out the way. Moody shop assistants changed their tune quick. Oh a refund, did you say? His mum was the one who told him to stay away from the launderette or she’d ground him forever.

         He was glad to be alone. Tommy and Victor were his friends but still. Ghost gossip made him uncomfortable. Ghosts slithering through keyholes. Scuttling up the drains. Boil an egg in milk and leave it on the windowsill and the ghosts won’t come in. What did any of them know? He didn’t like how his classmates thought it was cool his brother might return from the dead. He wished he could bunk off the whole month, but as soon as he had that thought the image of his mum’s furious face arose and the idea was abandoned.

         Would she get cross though? These days it felt like she didn’t care what he did or where he went.

         His dad was at the sewing machine in the back of the shop. Usually Samuel sat in the front, peering intently at a cuff stitch or trouser seam. Then it was like he was a person in the world, a professional-level person who people came to and asked for things. But today he was at the back where the big dry-cleaning machines tumbled and whirred and the air was always full of that strange high chemical smell.

         ‘Hi, Dad.’

         His dad grunted and kept sewing. He had gone very quiet 19as the month drew near. What was he supposed to say, he would mumble if questioned, it was more than anyone could take, the heart was only human after all.

         Upstairs, at the door to the family flat, Eddie kicked off his shoes. No need to undo the laces, they were loose as anything. His sister Kenzie and his aunt Gloria were setting the table for a party. Neither of them noticed him.

         ‘Put David’s place at the head,’ said Auntie Gloria.

         ‘I’m literally doing that.’

         ‘So he knows he is special when he returns.’

         ‘Why are you even telling me this? That’s what this whole thing is about!’

         Auntie Gloria eyed Kenzie coolly. ‘The most special and polite of the children, for sure.’

         Eddie did not say hello or draw attention. His aunt would rope him into some boring task like folding serviettes and he was a little scared of his sister just then. They had played Uno last night and now he owed her one million pounds.

         In the kitchen his mum, Elizabeth, stood motionless over a bubbling pot, watching a Pastor Jacob video on her phone. Often now she was hunched over that phone. Before his brother’s death she’d been on Eddie’s case night and day. Chasing the school to make sure he was eating lunch, being set enough homework, keeping out of trouble. When he came home she would ask without fail, ‘How was your day?’ After David died, she stopped asking. Sometimes he missed hearing the question so much he would ask her for it – ‘Do you want to know how my day was?’, ‘Mum, ask me about 20my day’ – and she would, though it didn’t have the same warm holding feeling when he had to prompt.

         The stoics said a person should look at their loved one while they are sleeping and say, ‘Tomorrow you will die’, Pastor Jacob was saying in his sermon.

         ‘Hi, Mum.’ Eddie opened the fridge.

         Death is a part of life. A temporary end to a temporary phenomenon.

         ‘Don’t ruin your appetite,’ his mum said without looking up.

         ‘I won’t.’

         Invite death in. Embrace it.

         ‘And don’t eat the cake, that’s for later.’

         ‘Uh-huh.’ Eddie, face in the fridge, reached a spoon into a bowl of leftover chocolate pudding.

         When Thou hadst overcome the sharpness of death, Thou didst open the Kingdom of Heaven to all believers.

         ‘And be happy. Your brother’s coming back.’

         Eddie poked his head out from the fridge and saw his mum smiling at him: a fixed, encouraging look. He smiled back, teeth full of chocolate pudding. But inside he was uncertain. My brother is dead, he thought. And he is coming back for dinner. He didn’t know what he felt about it. When David died ten months ago, he hadn’t cried a single tear. That was a fact. Not at the funeral, not after. He didn’t know why. The sadness was a huge stone in his throat he could not cough up. It was unnatural, his mum said. But his dad said to give him a break, he was just a child. 21

         ‘Oh my goodness.’ She seemed to see him for the first time. ‘Look at those teeth. And what have you done to that blazer? Edward Adeyemi.’

         Eddie looked down at the blue ruin of his school blazer, clean and ironed this morning (benefits of the family business), now shapeless and falling off the shoulders, the pockets stuffed with foam missiles and football cards and old crisp packets, the lapels boasting a wide variety of stains. It was a genuine mystery to him how this happened every day.

         ‘Fix yourself up. Your brother would never be seen in such a state.’

         ‘Yes, Mum.’

         ‘Now, please.’

         ‘Just one more mouthful.’

         His mum spoke about David like he was an angel. Like he’d never said a bad word or had a bad thought. A bright young man who went to church every Sunday. Always saving. Working hard. Eddie didn’t remember David like this. He remembered David calling him a little dickhead plenty. He was always shouting at Eddie for touching his stuff. Saying he hated having to share a room with Eddie, that he’d be knee-deep in pussy if it weren’t for Eddie – words that made Eddie’s eyes boggle. You put your leg inside? He knew a bit about sex but this was news to him. If their mum heard David talking like this she screamed blue murder. (The walls in their flat were like paper and her hearing was supersonic.) Yes, David went to church every Sunday, but they all did; Mum insisted. And sure, he remembered David saving money – three 22hundred pounds, which Eddie thought an impossible sum at the time – but he also remembered David spending that money on a Gucci belt. None of these things lowered David in Eddie’s eyes. If anything, they raised him higher. Three hundred pounds on a belt! Knee-deep in pussy! But the fact remained, this was how he knew his brother to be. Now the less flattering points had been edited out, erased from the family story. The denial was so total Eddie had started to doubt his own memory. Which was the real David: the saint his mother spoke of, or the sometimes kind, often funny, sometimes vain, often spiky brother he knew?

         His dad came in, ruffled Eddie’s hair, and put the kettle on.

         ‘Ah, good,’ his mum said.

         ‘No. I’m not here.’

         ‘You can help with the cooking.’

         ‘No, no. You must eat without me. I have work to finish.’

         ‘The work can wait.’

         His dad looked guilty. ‘I would rather not.’

         Oh boy. There it was: his mum’s look. The Face.

         ‘Go clean yourself up, Eddie. Right now.’

         Eddie knew better than to argue, but he paused beyond the door to hear her say, ‘What are you talking about, “rather not”? You know what day this is.’

         ‘Elizabeth, our son is dead.’

         ‘Don’t say that.’

         ‘I will not sit and have dinner with his ghost. I will not do it.’

         ‘Eh! It comes out. Almost time and it comes out. You don’t care.’ 23

         ‘I won’t do it because I care. I cannot see him like this. I cannot have a party and act like …’ He sounded lost. His dad, who knew everything in the world.

         ‘I am not arguing with you today,’ his mum said. ‘Whether you like it or not, our son is coming home. To see us. And you won’t even look at him? Think of the hurt you will bring him, I beg you.’

         ‘You are not listening. He is dead.’

         ‘Stop saying that.’

         ‘You cannot hurt the dead.’

         ‘I am not arguing about it, Samuel. I will not have us like cats and dogs when he arrives.’

         The month of ghosts loomed. Eddie felt strange and pent up, like an unopened fizzy drink that had been shaken repeatedly. There was so much he didn’t understand. He wanted his parents to be calm and have the answers. To say, ‘This is the situation.’ But they seemed as confused as him. He wanted to help, to tell them it was all right and they mustn’t worry, but what did he know? He was just a child.
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         Gideon Carter parked on a double yellow outside his Mayfair club and hoisted himself out of his low Italian supercar. He was lean, tanned, muscular in the chest and shoulders though softening a little around the gut, twenty-eight years old, carrying a caramel frappuccino, five thousand pounds in cash, a phial of cocaine, and a tube of breath mints that rattled when he walked.

         ‘Sir—’

         A man in uniform was waddling over. Gideon tensed, but it was only a traffic warden, out of breath coming down the street.

         ‘Sir, you can’t park here.’

         The man’s uniform was too big for him. It was a mystery to Gideon why they never tailored these things properly.

         ‘It’s OK. This is my club.’

         ‘I will have to ticket the car.’

         ‘You wouldn’t.’

         It was Gideon’s firm belief that no one, male or female, could resist him completely. People saw the suit, the smile – Christ, the bone structure – and felt moved. They saw the car, a Ferrari, and, even if they were one of those mopes who rode a bike and thought cars bad for the environment, they 25were impressed. It was a bloody beauty. The cost, the name, the contours would dazzle this parking warden into submission. He should tremble at the thought of putting one of his sad plastic tickets on such a car. Gideon had a Porsche too, though that was in the garage under tarpaulin and would not be driven any time soon. Long night, few drinks, accidents will happen.

         ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘I respect what you’re doing. You’ve got to hustle.’

         He knew about hustling. He was a self-made man too. If he had longer to stand around chatting he’d have told this guy all about it.

         ‘Sir, I have to.’

         ‘It’s just one spot. It won’t make a difference.’

         ‘There are rules.’

         ‘So make an exception.’ He got that there were rules, just not why they should apply to him.

         ‘I cannot.’

         ‘Fine, fine. Hold this a second.’ He handed the takeaway cup to the warden and took his keys from his pocket, copping a reassuring feel of the coke phial in the process. One click to lock the car where it was on the double yellow, one parting heartbreaker smile for the warden – click, click – and he walked into the club.

         The door-girl at Ritizzi’s greeted him warmly. Nice eyes, he’d only have to click his fingers there …

         Ritizzi’s was one of his business ventures. This was what he was saying about the hustle. He’d pulled himself up from 26almost nothing. Opened the place at twenty-one with no help from anyone besides the half-million down payment from his father. Every other penny earned himself, as a senior partner at his father’s property development company, a role he got straight out of school with three A-levels (two Ds and a C) from a private sixth-form college for teens excluded from mainstream public schools (Eton; weed and pills; pulled a whitey in History). Don’t try to tell Gideon about hard work. Don’t come to him with your hand out. People thought they could get something for nothing? You had to work for it. He was in the marketing suites every day Wednesday to Thursday, and personally hand-selling units at The Old Laundry, the new development in Canning Town. Did he like the work? Ask a stupid question. He hated Canning Town, with its clogged-artery traffic junctions and tawdry shops and stupid walkways that took you in three directions to cross every road. Hated that you could not for love nor money get a decent cappuccino anywhere. Everything in Canning Town was essential, functional, dull. There was nowhere you could treat yourself, nowhere you could buy an expensive apology gift for a girlfriend who had sworn never to talk to you again. Where he lived in Holland Park there were no sad corner shops selling Polish ketchup and Malaysian noodles. The shop on his street corner offered diamond facials. Your dead skin peeled off with literal diamonds. He didn’t know where you’d buy a pint of milk round where he lived. Shepherd’s Bush, he supposed. He hated the box flats he was selling as spacious living solutions – like 27this would solve people’s lives! The work was beneath him, yet he had to do it: his father thought it would teach him something about life to do an honest day’s labour and deal with real people. His father thought him a waste of space and Gideon could not prove him right.

         Today, thank God, he was not flogging flats. Today he had other business.

         Karaoke music drifted up the stairs; the sound of his friends already on it. He ducked into the loos and tapped out a line on the cistern. It wasn’t that he needed it socially. He could be around his friends without drink or drugs, it just so happened drink or drugs were always involved. It wasn’t that he had a coke problem, he didn’t take it every day. Only last week his dealer had run out for two days and he couldn’t find the stuff anywhere.

         Snort, gasp, check reflection. Still here, still golden on the surface at least. His mouth practised a smile. He hoped he’d find the company of his friends amusing; he felt his sense of humour fading as the dreaded hour got closer.

         Can’t shake, can’t shake the shadow.

         In the basement Carlo was on the mic while Jake, Raf and Spenser drank champagne and played video games. Jake had just killed and beheaded Raf. A victory fanfare clashed with the karaoke. Here they were, the guys. On, what was this, a Tuesday? Not that it mattered. Gideon had been having the same party, with the same merry band of arseholes, pretty much every day for fourteen years.

         ‘G-Star!’ 28

         ‘G-Man!’

         Gideon did a little power dance: master of ceremonies, the universe et cetera. ‘On the Cristal, I see,’ he shouted over the music, in a way he hoped sounded amused, not money-pinching. It wasn’t his concern the club was haemorrhaging cash, he just owned the place. But he wanted to be the one who offered the Cristal, to hear them say Thanks, G, you’re the man. If they helped themselves, it was like who was he.

         His hands shook as he poured himself a glass. His grin was false. Though he affected blitheness, he was making such an effort to seem natural. To match the group’s boisterous energy though his mind was elsewhere. These pleasures were no longer the centre of his vision.

         Catching the eye of Konstantin, the club manager, he got the nod he was waiting for and said, ‘Guys. Guys? So you know, I’ve got some doubles this month. Decoys. So if you see me around but I look different, or I don’t remember stuff, don’t freak.’

         ‘What’s the deal, G? You haunted?’

         If his friends were struggling with a girl or a tenant, they talked it through. Yet he couldn’t explain what was burning a hole in him. You couldn’t say stuff like that. Speak seriously about your fears and they’d cut you off, make it a joke, a waste of time. Or maybe the fault lay with him – maybe in matters of sincerity he couldn’t find the angle of entry. Getting a girl into bed, persuading people to do stuff, no problem, but confessing a painful personal truth? That was a foreign language to him. 29

         Before he could even lie, his friends had moved on, laughing at how easy it was to get into sticky situations, how easy it was to make mistakes. Already they’d returned to their video game. The screen flashed with the words: Choose your fighter.

         Next door in the bar, six men stood waiting. Now their lives could begin. (Cabbies, security guards, staff – it seldom occurred to Gideon that such people had lives beyond the moment they met him.) The room was dark, lit by only red neon and scant white spotlights, but the men’s facial similarities to Gideon’s were clear.

         Gideon walked the line, appraising each in turn. He paused at the fourth man, a tubby balding specimen. ‘Seriously?’ he asked Konstantin. The man was led away. Beneath the music, Gideon caught, Stay by your phone, your debt’s not paid … It’s Ghost Month, something will turn up.

         Gideon addressed the remaining lookalikes as though the man’s dismissal had nothing to do with him. ‘I assume you’ve all been briefed? For the next month, you have a new life.’ His tone was cold, assertive, arrogant; in the manner of his father, though he knew full well his father would not approve of any of this.

         The third lookalike in line raised his hand. Gideon ignored him.

         ‘Starting now, you will dress like me. Walk, talk, smell like me. You will be me … Your lives just got way better.’ He waited for thanks or laughter but heard neither. ‘I’m joking. I’m sure you have great lives.’ Tailing off, he saw the 30lookalike’s hand was still raised. ‘What?’

         ‘They’ve told us what you want from us,’ the man said, ‘but not why you want it.’

         Gideon did not feel inclined to share the reason. Simply put, he had an issue and was throwing money at it to fix it. He had found this approach effective in the past. ‘Because I say so. Because I’m paying you. That’s why.’ He wasn’t always so rude. He was just under a lot of pressure right now.

         He returned to the briefing. ‘In exchange for this large payment’ – large for them – ‘you are my employees. No, you know what? You’re going to live in the family house – you’re part of the family. How does that sound?’

         None of the lookalikes looked remotely happy or impressed. It didn’t seem to matter how he described them: employees, family, bait.

         ‘Repeat after me,’ he said. ‘I am Gideon. I am Gideon …’

         Five more voices joined the chorus, desultory at first then growing in force. ‘I am Gideon. I am Gideon. I AM GIDEON!’

         
            *

         

         Speaking of family, he’d promised to look in on his grandmother before hell broke loose. Her penthouse was nearby. Gideon’s father had this crazy idea that Gideon was hopeless and selfish and disconnected from reality. A condition of him bank-rolling his son’s ‘useless vanity projects’ was that Gideon regularly show his face at his grandmother’s. It was part of Carter senior’s plan to make a man of Gideon.

         He could probably have sent one of his doubles, the way 31Granny was these days, but Gideon liked the visits. As a child, with his parents off wherever the mood took them and the nannies on a permanent revolving-door policy, he had often felt like his grandmother was the only person in the world who cared about him. She would coo over his fine hair, his beautiful skin, making him feel special to have these qualities. She’d helped him conquer his fear of water and taught him how to swim, creating her own badge system of enamel pins. More than once she’d saved his skin: when he made a miniature house out of his father’s business papers, when he cut the heads off dozens of the garden flowers to make a perfume for his mother. Now the old girl was sliding into dementia, getting vague and forgetful and newly cruel towards staff, but she was always pleased to see Gideon. She wouldn’t question him or notice his shaking hands, the way his face slipped into worry when left unattended.

         Deafening classical music filled her flat, rattling the picture frames that covered every inch of wall: portraits of stern ancestors, scenes of ships in storms. The old lady sat at the window in her dark wooden armchair, high-backed like a judge’s bench. She was trussed up in two shawls and a purple rug, watching the news with subtitles. A sly, overfed tabby cat lay curled on her lap. Gideon thought the creature always seemed on the verge of talking; any minute it would make some cutting remark about his character.

         ‘Who’s this handsome prince?’ his grandmother cried over the blare.

         I am Gideon. 32

         ‘Come in. Give me a kiss. I’m cleansing the air. This awful season.’

         Gideon approached the bench for a dry whiskery peck on the cheek. He flashed what he hoped was a convincing smile. He was very happy. It was all going well. ‘Can we turn this down?’ he shouted over the music.

         ‘Imelda!’

         The live-in nurse hurried in.

         ‘Turn it down!’

         The sudden quiet which followed seemed almost worse.

         ‘And while you’re here, Imelda, I’m too hot.’

         ‘Take off your jumper, Mrs Carter. You’re wearing three layers.’

         ‘Oh no!’ The old woman was afraid of everything.

         ‘Come on, let me.’

         The jumper went over the old woman’s head. ‘I’m dead!’ she cried. ‘I’m dead!’

         ‘You’re OK.’ Imelda folded the jumper and retreated.

         ‘I do not care for that woman,’ his grandmother said, watching her go. ‘Not at all.’

         ‘How are you, Granny?’

         ‘I’m dying, my sweet boy.’

         ‘Now now. You’re nowhere near.’

         ‘Oh, I can feel it.’

         The old girl spent much of her time planning for death like it was a trip to another country.

         ‘Be a dear and rub my neck,’ she said.

         Even this he didn’t mind. Usually the merest trace of death 33terrified him – he didn’t date women over twenty-five in case he saw a wrinkle. His friends, who shared similar hard lines about women and signs of aging, would have been disgusted to see Gideon rubbing this old woman’s neck – and usually the thought of their disgust would have been enough to prevent him doing it – but when it came to his grandmother he didn’t care.

         She bowed her head, submitting to his ministrations. ‘I don’t trust Imelda to do it. She’ll strangle me.’

         ‘You mustn’t talk like this.’

         ‘I’m close but I’m not that close.’

         ‘You’re not close,’ he said.

         ‘Don’t let me become one of those things, will you?’ She nodded at the TV: clips of ghosts arriving in past years, welcoming committees holding out flowers. Gideon stifled a shiver. Downright sinister, that people could see the dead return and think it a good thing.

         ‘You’ll be fine,’ he said. Though who knew how long she had or what waited for her. She was old. At certain angles he could almost see the grey of ghost beginning, the translucent half-thereness of the phantom. What would he do without her?

         ‘Death for the dead. Life for the living. That’s how it was in my day.’

         ‘Yes, Granny.’ And the trains ran on time and a phone was a phone – he’d heard this rant before.

         ‘Country’s gone to the dogs, Charles.’

         ‘I’m not Charles, Granny. I’m Gideon.’ (I AM GIDEON!) 34

         Charles was his father. Frequently these days the old woman got them confused. Naturally there was a family resemblance, some ghost of the father in the son, but Gideon was not the man his father was. On the surface he shared qualities – the patrician tone, the ruthlessness – but the qualities were borrowed, assumed by situation rather than necessity; they had not set around him.

         ‘Oh. Gideon. Are you dead?’

         ‘What? No, Granny.’

         ‘That’s good.’

         ‘I agree.’

         The old girl was really losing it. Perhaps she didn’t have long. She’d be talking quite normally and then a switch flicked and she was gone. Her eyes became distant and her mouth made small ruminating motions like she was chewing cud. He stopped rubbing her crepe-like neck and allowed her a better look at him.

         ‘So who are you?’ she asked, squinting upwards.

         ‘I’m Charles’s son.’

         ‘Who’s Charles?’

         ‘Charles is – never mind.’

         She might be in this state for two minutes or twenty, then the switch would flick again and she’d be back – ah, Gideon, my young prince, how’s Millie, how’s the club. But while she was in this fog nothing would get through; he could tell her anything and she wouldn’t recall it. His darkest fears would disappear without a trace … This trauma that was so strong he suspected it was altering his personality – he 35could tell it to her and she’d keep it and not hold it against him.

         She wanted to know who he was? He would tell her. He cupped a hand to her ear and whispered. How good it felt to say his troubles aloud! He’d never loved his grandmother more. Her face scarcely moved as he whispered, while the hideous cat on her lap licked its paws with slow strokes of its coarse pink tongue, cleaning blemishes only it could see.
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            4

         

         You are in a calm space. You are in a loved space.

         Oi!

         Picture your problems.

         Oi! Lil!

         Picture you are breathing them away.

         Lil!

         The voice outside would not shut up and would not go away. Lil got off the floor and with her unbroke arm opened the hostel window and stuck out her head. Steve’s hard face in the street below.

         What? she yelled.

         I’m freakin out, Lil. I’m not ready.

         OK, but she had her own battles.

         The mindfulness coach wanted to know was this man with Lil. A dozen others in varying degrees of enlightenment stared at her from the mats.

         How would she put it? She was with him but not with him.

         I need you! Steve scaring walkers in the morning street.

         A large bearded hostel member came to the window. She’s in rehab, mate. She’s not meant to be fraternising with cunts.

         What’s she doing with you then? Steve shouted back. 37

         Come up here and say that.

         Come down here, I’ll fuckin lay you out.

         The mindfulness coach frowned. This was very disruptive. There were others to think about. (There were always others to think about.) Was Lil staying or leaving?

         She was staying. She was dealing with it. But Steve had heard the coach’s question and got his hackles up further. Don’t you fuckin’ tell her what to do! The coach saying if he was going to be abusive she’d ring the cops and Lil saying don’t you threaten him and the whole thing going round and round until—Fuck it. She quit. A shame, as she was not yet clean or close to it. Only checked herself in last night when Steve got detained for some drunken fracas and she suddenly realised the day of reckoning was upon them. Sitting in this mindfulness group with the taste of cider still high in her throat. Hadn’t barely started itching for it and already she’d quit quitting. When she might have done it this time.

         Steve waited in the street, a mournful figure with a great absence of love all about him. He looked a state. Cuts and bruises courtesy of the Metropolitan Police when they body-slammed him down by Victoria Embankment the other day (life: it was all other days). Rags model’s own. Staring at Lil with that expression, wary of everyone and everything, furious at all the shit which had happened and all the shit still to happen. A hard face, but when he smiled – There she is! – the suspicion cracked and his face lit up and that was really something, it was beautiful to see. 38

         Fuck’s sake. Why d’you come here, Steve? I wanted to get right.

         I need you, Lil. Steve’s eyes swimming in his skull.

         Yeah yeah.

         She and Steve were what you might call solid. When he wasn’t behind the door. On account of the drink. Or the violence. You don’t want to see my maximum temper, he’d say. When I get there I don’t ask questions. Steve had mental problems, though who didn’t. But he looked out for her without any quid pro quo and he didn’t try to grope her or crawl into her sleeping bag, which was more than could be said for many. Steve never asked for so much as a peck on the cheek, and others knew better than to try it with her because of him. If a new guy who didn’t know showed an interest (and Lil could still turn a head in her own way), Steve would end that quick. It was like he wanted the idea of her and was jealous of others having the same idea. He stood by her and she by him.

         She took his shaved head in her hands. Felt the many grooves and dinks of it. Steve was a man who went at the world head first.

         He’d been brought before the magistrate that morning and fined for disorderly conduct. Five-minute hearing, bang, eighty quid. On to a good racket, those courts, charging addicts and vagrants for possession, intoxication, antisocial behaviour. Except like many of his peers and associates, Steve would not be paying. Having fuck-all to his name and needing any cash he might get to appease bigger demons. 39

         On that note, he was fucking parched.

         All right, but only a drop for her. She was trying to keep clean – cleanish – for her little girl.

         On to one of their spots outside Tesco’s on Piccadilly. In her old life she’d visited this same supermarket almost every day. Up at some ungodly for the Asian expo contracts. Picking up a quick lunch, rushed off her feet. She hardly thought about those days anymore. All that was in the past – things were very different now. For some reason returning here didn’t trigger the waves – her name for the memories which at any moment could crash over her. But one look at Velcro – how it might fasten a little shoe for hands too awkward to tie a knot – and the waves had her, she was consigned to the deep.

         She no longer went inside the store. On account of the security guards who followed her, searched her, gave her endless grief. She and Steve were private citizens and their private lives should be respected. But the guards felt stealing was not a matter of private life. They couldn’t see the other side of the argument.

         ’Scuse me, sir … Any change … It’s for a train fare … for a hostel … (Some people preferred a lie.)

         Got to keep asking. Can’t milk a cow with your hands in your pockets, her husband used to say. Ex-husband.

         Miss, spare a quid? Lil’s hand poking out of her filthy cast.

         The woman slowed down. What do you want it for?

         Drink.

         Lil believed in honesty, within reason. For every person 40who scowled at that answer, another laughed and put their hand in their pocket.

         I don’t give money to people with drink problems.

         I don’t have a drink problem. I’ve got a money problem.

         But the woman was already gone.

         Next door a shopkeeper put the finishing touches to a shrine. A basin and towel for ghosts to clean up. Offerings of food and bottles of booze to show they were valued. The fruit alone must have cost thirty quid. Mark-ups on everything these days. Even cider was sacred. The shopkeeper lit candles and closed his palms in prayer. A touching little ceremony – if you let yourself feel those things or think about what he might have lost. But also? Screw him. Laying on Prosecco and strawberries for ghosts while real breathing types were out here dry as a bone. Folk said shrine food didn’t taste of anything once the dead arrived, that shrine drink had no effect. The dead absorbed the energy of these things. Waste of good booze, was her opinion.

         A passer-by put a ten-pound note on the shrine’s collection plate. Lil saw her chance. ’Scuse me, sir, any help for the living?

         The man walked on like she didn’t exist.

         Fuck you then!

         Ah well. No matter. (You had to keep telling yourself nothing mattered, that was the secret.) When the shopkeeper went inside she nudged Steve and motioned to the unguarded shrine. Steve didn’t need telling twice. They grabbed the bottles and ran. Farewell and adieu, ye ladies of Spain. 41

         
            *

         

         Officially, the shelter off Charing Cross denied entry to anyone intoxicated. Unofficially, it ignored this rule or it would have lost eighty per cent of its clientele. The real threshold of admittance was if you could stand. A low bar, which the bouncer begrudgingly accepted Lil and Steve had cleared for now.

         Because could anyone, under the circumstances, reasonably be expected not to take the edge off? With the substance or method of their choosing? No. Not reasonably. It could not be done.

         She’d said she wouldn’t drink and she had. She’d said she wouldn’t drink much and – ah well. For a second she’d believed her own promises. Who was the idiot, she wondered: the Lil who’d believed the promises or the Lil who’d shown how flimsy those promises were? Trick question: they were both idiots.

         In the main hall, a great horde was going through the motions of being fed. Shouts came from where they slopped the food. A wiry black guy raged and spat. I’m allergic to beans, you know I’m allergic to beans, and every day you feed me fucking beans.

         Three members of staff trying to calm him down: You don’t have to eat the beans, Ken. They’re only an option.

         You’re trying to kill me!

         No, Ken, no.

         The other homeless waiting in line, studiously blind. At the coffee machine, a woman in a checked jacket dabbed at 42a horrific wound on her forehead, telling whoever would listen, I had the worst headache when I woke up. Ain’t had a headache like that without spending a lot of money.

         Lil headed for the payphone. First day, someone she had to call. She was not forget-it-all-drunk yet. Some old Lil still there underneath. Had she hoped she wouldn’t be in this state for this call? Obviously. But you couldn’t have everything.

         Hey! Steve waved vaguely towards the fried brown matter under the lights. You should eat. You got to eat. He made no mention of the call. Some things he knew not to come between.

         Lil shooed him away and dialled the number. Have to be dead before she forgot that number, and even then … She waited through five rings until the receiver was picked up. If you don’t want a conversation I’ll hang up, she said. I just wanted to say hi. Her voice clicking through the emotions. Guarded: No, I haven’t. Angry: I don’t want to talk about it. Then sympathetic: I know. Then defensive: I am working. Got a job in a restaurant. (She was not working. Steve liked to say they were between things: the bin and the gutter.) Finally, wistful: I wanna go dancing. A smile spreading across her face. Do you remember? We danced the salsa … Oh, was it? OK, I should go. Love you. Hate you
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