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‘A rare place, but one identifiable

with other places where on as deep a sea

men have clung to the last spars of their language

and gone down with it, unremembered and uncomplaining.’

Drowning, R.S. Thomas
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PART ONE




1. IONA

Placing that key in the lock was the last ordinary moment of her life. 

It went in smoothly enough. The grooves on the blade had always aligned with ease, knowing to do so silently, so as not to rouse her family. But this time, the door wouldn’t budge. And that is when it crept up on her, that feeling of a terrible fullness inside the house. She stepped back and intuitively knew, in the way people do, that her life was about to change forever. That soon, nothing would make sense – not this door, not this house, not even her own reason for standing outside it. 

Iona drew closer and peered through the living room window. On first view she could not comprehend any of it. The curtains were heavy with dampness, water gradually pulling them apart. Her mother’s reading lamp floated past – upturned and no longer connected to anything – the eye of the dull, grey bulb mocking her. The floor of the living room was entirely flooded, the paraphernalia of her family life dancing about in the water. It was as if there had been a shipwreck inside her house that had thrown everything overboard – her sister’s orange pet monkey, her brother’s running spikes, her father’s reading glasses – all casual flotsam and jetsam of a life that hadn’t seen disaster coming. 

Bile surged in her throat as she scrambled around the back of the house, her motor skills unsteady, not knowing which foot to put in front of the other. The weed she had smoked earlier that evening was still heavy in her veins; making her hopeful that what she was experiencing right now was a hallucination; a paranoid delusion. 

All she wished for now was normality, for her parents to catch her coming home late, for them to shout at her, to scream even. For some comforting, familiar sound to block out the terrible retching and hissing of water coming from the other side of the walls. The rain continued to pelt and thrash all around her, mocking her with the way it had somehow made its way inside the house without anyone noticing. 

In the end, the back door could bear it no longer. Iona heard it before she saw it, the groan and wheeze of those hinges weakening as she stumbled towards it, reaching out her arms as if she could catch some semblance of her family life in her hands. A stack of sandbags stood on the threshold; their heavy, lolling bodies conspiring against her as she tried to move past them and into the house.

The water was unforgiving. It flowed towards her, past her, knocked her sideways, clung to the hem of her jeans. She tried in vain to grab hold of any knick-knacks she could see – a spoon, her mother’s scarf, a cafetière – but it was futile. She could do nothing but stand there and watch as the water that should never have been inside her house ran off into the drive, gushing down towards the town, towards the drains, working its way back to its origins. Back into the river that was bursting its banks, joining up with it, becoming one with it, trying to sneak in unnoticed just like Iona had hoped to sneak back into her own life. 

Iona remained standing in a nowhere place between a flooded town and the house that had somehow flooded itself without the help of the rain, and felt she would never be dry again. 






2. CAIN

‘Open the shutters, I’ve got some deliveries for you,’ Manny says on the phone. Deliveries. Plural. None of his usual pleasantries or jokes. He never usually rings me until he’s right outside the morgue. I get the impression that whatever he’s dealing with needs to be sorted as soon as possible. 

I tell him it’s a quiet night, no backlog, so he can drive straight in. I silently apologise to my current unexplained death: the post-­mortem prepping will have to wait for later. Although there are many variations in death, I like to boil them down to two simple categories. Deaths that can be explained, and those that can’t. The body I was prepping, that of a twenty-six-year-old male who’d fallen unconscious behind the wheel of his car and crashed into an oil tanker, was explicable enough on the face of it, but in many ways wasn’t explicable at all. How could a young man like that just stop functioning, in the prime of his life?

I do a quick check on the number of vacant fridges we have – seven in total. I wonder if it’s a road traffic collision – an RTC, as we say in this business – or a street brawl or something, in which case we could be looking at two or three, maybe. There’s severe flooding on the south side of Pont Sulyn tonight – some say it’s the worst flood this town has ever seen, with a number of flood-related fatalities pouring in; people washed off roads trying to pass a flooded culvert in their cars, knocked off their feet by the sheer power of the water, or simply dying from hypothermia and exposure as they sit in their sodden houses waiting for the water to recede. Seven fridges. It should be enough, depending on how tonight’s going to go. 

Of all the people you deal with in this business, funeral directors are my favourites. There’s a certain decorum to them, treating all corpses the same: easing bodies onto the trolley as though they could still, somehow, be made more comfortable. ‘The dead don’t care,’ Manny always says, ‘but that doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t.’ 

Manny also mentioned it’s a police call, one of the ones you have no choice but to attend straightaway. I try to imagine what it feels like to be woken suddenly, a ringtone jolting you from a dream, an urgent voice telling you to come right now. We morgue attendants know our hours – we choose them, even – but a funeral director rarely knows anything, in reality, of what is about to unfold. They’re on call, of course, but that, for many of the smaller, family-­run businesses, means going to sleep not knowing if you’ll be called into action. A kind of Russian roulette of dreams, taking your chance on a perfectly good night’s sleep, acknowledging it might be cut short. Not that I’ve ever once heard a funeral director complain about the disruption; or tell me how tired they are like other people do. They just get on with it.

Plus, they’re talkers. Funny, too. Most of them. ‘Putting the fun back in funerals,’ as Manny said to me once. 

But tonight, even Manny can’t find the words. You can see that he’s trying to hold it together as he and Eddie, his dad, wheel in the bodies. One long stretch of blackness after the other, all four of them. It’s unusual for them to be in attendance at a suspicious death, but Eddie tells me they’re having to deal with this sort of thing more and more now, because of the lack of resources, the police being particularly stretched tonight because of the town being cut off from their main headquarters. The coroner’s officer hadn’t dealt with anything like this before either, but it seems like it was pretty clear to him what had happened – the absent figure in the party seemed to tell them all they needed to know. 

‘Killed them all didn’t he, the dad, then legged it,’ he says. Manny looks drained, as if he might be sick. ‘No doubt he’ll wash up somewhere, soon enough.’ 

No one tends to tell us what or how or why it happened. A body is a body. Death is death. All that’s expected of us in the death trade is to know what must happen next; to know where the body goes; what, logically, can be done with it. For us, whatever happened doesn’t change how we get on with the job. But as Manny’s hand unwittingly comes into contact with mine, and I feel the tremor there, I see that even he, for all his professionalism, doesn’t really know what to do right now. Eddie explains that all but one of the bodies are damp, that they’ve been lying in shallow water for hours. 

Manny hands me the sheet with the names on them. One body cannot be identified and the details have been left blank. But it knocks me for six when I see who the family are: Lisa Griffri, Bri Griffri, and Urien Griffri, that final name echoing, horribly, inside me. 

Three nights ago, I was with him. A memory surfaces of him turning around to look at me on that athletics track, the last of the sun’s rays dancing across his face. A disarming smile. Not a face that would have seen death coming. 

‘Just think, the worst is over for them, son,’ I hear Eddie whispering into Manny’s ear, as he nods towards me, gesturing that it’s OK for me to open the fridge door. But I’m not sure that Manny believes it, any more than I do. 

In some ways, the worst hasn’t even begun. 






30 DAYS BEFORE

3. LISA

Eurov bursts into the house and tells her that the P and Q sections of his encyclopaedia have gone missing from the boot of his car.

‘I mean, I’ve heard of minding your Ps and Qs,’ he mutters to himself, ‘but this is ridiculous.’

Lisa doesn’t know what to believe anymore, when it comes to her husband. She doesn’t seem to be able to communicate with him at all like she used to. It’s like he’s just acting being a husband and father. It’s a consummate performance on some days; feigning interest in the kids’ lives, an intense questioning bordering on interrogation, then asking what everyone wants for dinner before losing himself in elaborate preparation via YouTube tutorials – One pot chicken rice! Creamy Beef stroganoff! Prawn curry! On other days, it’s like someone’s flicked a switch, and a darkness seems to ­settle upon him like a shroud. It’s a relief to them all, in moments like these, when he finally retreats to his study, telling them he isn’t ­hungry, and they should have dinner without him. 

He often claims the encyclopaedia is calling, like it’s another child, and he swirls out of the room like a tornado, leaves of paper fluttering in his wake. Lisa knows he’s under pressure to deliver to the publishers, but it’s like he’s become an encyclopaedia himself – spouting out random facts over dinner that no one really has any interest in hearing: Did you know that some of the earliest dinosaur fossils in the world were found in Wales? Did you know that the equals sign was created by Tenby-born Robert Recorde in 1557? Do you know that Mount Everest was named after a man from Crickhowell, who never even saw it? 

‘Are you sure, Eurov,’ Lisa says, trying to remain calm, to say none of what she is thinking, ‘that those pages were actually in the trunk? I mean, sometimes . . . sometimes you forget . . . I mean, people forget where they put things. You probably left it at the university. And anyway, does it really matter – surely you can just print out another copy?’

He looks at her strangely then, and she sees something dark and inexplicable in his eyes that has been festering there for weeks, ever since he began teaching his summer school at the university. A drop of tea is now running down his chin, and she surveys every inch of its journey down towards his neck, wondering why he isn’t wiping it away, or why she isn’t telling him it’s there. 

It’s like that drop of tea is in on something, something too awful to mention.

‘I know where I put them, OK? And now they’re gone. Someone’s taken them. Someone’s messing with me . . . ’

‘Honestly, Eurov, who would do such a thing? Who would even care enough to . . . ?’

Again, that darkness glares back at her, so deep that she sometimes worries she’ll fall into it herself. She tries to dampen the condescension in her voice, but what she really wants to tell him is that no one gives a shit about his encyclopaedia. For all his stress over his research output, for the high esteem he seems to hold for his fellow academics, for everything he thinks that means something, ultimately, it doesn’t. He isn’t saving anyone or anything by writing an encyclopaedia. It’s just one more attempt to find meaning in his life. 

Then again, if she were to voice these things, she knows he would strike back with the fact that she isn’t making art anymore, which she doesn’t need to hear right now. 

‘Look, Eurov, I think you need a break,’ she ventures. ‘I think we all do. How about we get away this weekend? Maybe just you and me . . . and . . . and . . . ’

She often wonders if some quality time is all they need to get back on track. This so called ‘alone time’. Then she sees the relief in his face when he realises she didn’t just mean the two of them getting away. God forbid they’d actually have to be alone together.

‘ . . . and Briall!’ she continues, hurling her youngest child into the scenario like a swing ball. ‘Or maybe not.’ She’s backpedalling now, but the truth of it is that she can’t quite begin to fathom what a weekend away without any of the children would look like. More and more Lisa is grateful that they continue to provide obstacles, and she realises more and more that this relationship would not have survived without them. These new lives that she was once so ambivalent about – the lives she imagined would never come to be – have gone and filled up the gulf between her and Eurov, populating it so it cannot be ­recognised as a gulf at all. And although the two eldest – Iona and Urien – will be leaving for college soon, she will be forever grateful that nature tricked them by giving them a third child in lieu of the early menopause Lisa had been convinced she was having. Their delightful Briall will surely be shielding her for another few years from having to make any real decision about what she should do about the state of her marriage. 

‘Maybe I could ask the other two what their plans are,’ she continues. ‘If they don’t mind giving up their weekend to look after her . . . And there’s plenty to keep her occupied – I think there was a party invitation from Gwen on the WhatsApp. I’ll text Gwen’s mum, maybe she can have a sleepover . . . ’

Lisa lifts her phone, and wonders at her ability to find the strength to forge on with this plan; to arrange something neither of them want to do. But soon the intent is lost as she spirals into the other myriad messages lining up there, unread, vying for her attention. U8s Ballet Class – Registration needed. U18 Athletics Team Presentation night. Year 4 mums night out. Her phone seems more like a ticking time bomb these days. Is it any wonder she can’t create any art, with all this going on? All the forms, all the bank transfers? And Eurov gets to sit there worrying only about his encyclopaedia, carrying none of this responsibility.

‘What’s this about the weekend?’ Their son, Urien, enters, catching the tail end of their conversation, and stopping Lisa from saying something she might regret. 

‘I was just wondering about you and Iona keeping an eye on Bri,’ she starts, but Eurov bulldozes across her.

‘I’ve just got too much work to think about going away, OK, Lisa?’ he says, getting up to leave the room. ‘It’s a stressful time for me . . . The encyclopaedia is due in soon . . . ’

‘And they say romance is dead, eh, mum?’ Urien winks at her, walking to the fridge to get some juice. 

Lisa laughs. Secretly she’s relived that it’s all come to nothing; but she also knows she needs to try harder next time, whether she wants this or not. She has to try to save the marriage, she has to, because there’s more to it than just marrying the wrong person. She has moved to the other side of the world for this relationship, learned another language; she has embedded herself in the land, the town, the community.

It is only the river that she would truly be happy to leave behind.

Urien squeezes her shoulder on the way out of the room, almost as if he knows what she is thinking. She seizes on the opportunity to pull him in for a hug, and he allows it for a moment, before starting to pull away. She tries to keep him there for longer, having read somewhere that it takes seven seconds for love to transfer from one person to another – a fact she is always sharing with her children, who simply roll their eyes at her. 

Lisa then watches him go, marvelling at her creation, the athletic bulk of him, his tall frame, his gentle gait, his ease of being in the world. 

While she admits to finding it hard to take an interest in anything these days, let alone her artwork, she has never lost interest in her children. In fact, she never surveys any of her children with anything other than complete wonder, considering her initial difficulty to conceive. That there should be so many of them, when she thought she’d have none, is continuously baffling to her. Yet it scares her a little, too, the recklessness of it, bringing all these new lives into a world that is on the verge of drowning if the news reports about Pont Sulyn’s floods are to believed. She sometimes wakes in a cold sweat in the middle of the night imagining Bri, the youngest, thrashing in the pungent brown water, calling out their names as the current swallows her whole. 

The easiest one to love is undoubtedly the middle child, as everyone always says it will be, her glorious seventeen-year-old Urien, named after Urien Rheged at Eurov’s insistence – ‘the late sixth century king of Rheged, an early British Kingdom of the Old North, when Britain,’ Eurov maintains, ‘had all belonged to the Welsh, or at least the early Celts who then evolved into them.’

Lisa had liked the sheer otherness of the name at the time but has grown uneasy with it over the years. It seems too heavy a name for this light-footed athlete, who never complains about picking his little sister up from ballet or gymnastics or all manner of places Lisa and Eurov no longer have any energy or desire to go themselves. Plus, there’s the matter of the name being one disastrous letter swap away from Urine, for which he is continuously mocked at school. But Urien himself has grown into his name and Lisa still likes the graceful sound of it on her tongue – eer-yen – and tells herself that he will fare well in the wider world eventually with a name so unlike others. 

The name of the youngest, Briall, is Welsh for Primrose. Eurov’s idea, of course, but they now often just refer to her as Bri, the single syllable Bree seeming more in line with her uncomplicated nature, her simplicity. Plus, she has trouble enunciating the double ‘ll’ (a ‘voiceless alveolar lateral fricative, sometimes known as the “dark L”,’ Eurov keeps relaying to his daughter’s disinterested ears) and because she is their final child, and they are simply exhausted, they would rather drop the extra syllable than try to correct the problem. 

And last but not least, apple of her eye, whirlwind of her evenings, bane of her life, is eighteen-year-old Iona – Yawn-ah not Aye-ona – whose name is a derivative of Ionawr, Welsh for January. A new year, a new start. Even now, all these years later, Lisa feels guilty about how long it took her to love her firstborn in those early months, how she’d wasted the precious time by crying and raging and wanting to throw her baby out of the window. ‘I don’t want her,’ she’d screamed over and over again at the midwives, until they put her on meds in order for the world to make sense again. Gradually, the baby’s face had morphed from something monstrous into something she recognised. Something she loved. And she often wonders if this is why Iona has turned out the way she has: because somehow, deep in the spirals of her DNA, she remembers this early rejection and resents her mother; and perhaps this is why Iona has lain claim to the root of the name, unforgiving and relentless as January often is, an icy blast who seems to have detached herself from the whole family in the last few months.

And it hurts. Badly. Iona will be leaving any day now, and that will be it; the distance between them will become a solidified, geographical fact. 

But the truth of the matter is that all her children, in one way or another, are slipping away now. Her shield is weakening. They no longer need her. Their friends always tell her that she and Eurov will have more time for themselves, more time together. 

And that notion terrifies her. It terrifies her because, for reasons she can’t quite grasp, Eurov isn’t Eurov anymore, and the more time she spends in his company trying to ignore whatever darkness is creeping its way around them, the more she feels herself, too, drifting off, becoming lost in the tide of time, becoming lost even to herself, a poor imitation, like those birthday portraits she has started to paint for money in order to fund all the bank debits demanded by her various WhatsApp groups. 

They are both, Lisa thinks, she and her husband, simply pretending that everything is normal. That all is well. And such a pretence will, eventually, have consequences. 

ENCYCLOPAEDIA OF ‘CYMRU’ 

THE COUNTRY ALSO KNOWN, ERRONEOUSLY, AS WALES

as experienced by Eurov Griffri

A – AWEN – (pronounced Ah-when): is a Welsh, Cornish and ­Breton word for inspiration via a poetic gift or a muse, specifically poetic in nature but can be applicable to other art forms. Whereas in English, one tends to think of a muse as a person, or an imaginary being that fuels ideas, making a person able to write, paint, create, the Welsh awen derives from the Indo-European root uel, meaning ‘to blow’. This suggests that the awen, unlike the muse, is an unexplained force, which can fire up the neurons in one’s brain as if by magic. When artists and writers become obsessive about something, having seemingly no idea why, it perpetuates the myth that ideas are mystical things. But are ideas not also born from fears, from things we think might happen to us, from things we hope will never occur? And perhaps there is a shaman-like practice in letting them go, through art? 

My own particular awen has led me here, to this encyclopaedia, which will not be a conventional encyclopaedia of Wales but rather a compilation of those aspects of Wales that have been integral to my own life. 

And perhaps have been responsible for shaping the terrible person that I have become. 







4. IONA

Two hours ago, she was returning home. How abstract the concept seems to Iona now. Home. That house on the hill in Pont Sulyn, observing her lateness, like all the times before. Its white rectangular face looming over her, judging her for staying out beyond her curfew. The house that has only ever known one family, a three-­storey townhouse designed especially for them, positioned well out of the reach of the river. 

It was her mother who had insisted on this elevated location. As an American who can’t swim, and who has never lived this close to water, she was nervous about being pulled down into the depths. She claims to be ‘aquaphobic’, a term none of them believe is real. 

Building their house there means it stands out. They, as a family, stand out. It’s had the unfortunate effect of making the Griffri family appear as if they consider themselves above the rest, as though they have taken steps to safeguard themselves, and only themselves, against an uncertain future, having built their very own ark in the guise of a town house. 

Except now Iona knows it wasn’t ever an ark. More like a tomb. 

She recalls the way her mother always kept an anxious eye on the river levels, pacing by the large arch-style windows, a troubling, Christ-like silhouette staring down at the town below, waiting for disaster to strike. It’s been getting worse recently, unpredictable flash floods creating more and more destruction and chaos. The row of riverside cottages where some of the town’s elderly residents lived have long been vacated and deemed uninhabitable, their ghostly husks casting shadows across the water. The council houses behind them will no doubt be flooded tonight, as will the youth centre behind them. There are whispers of a ‘decommission’ (the kind which has only happened in seaside towns up until now) and plans to use the river for hydropower instead. The residents have, so far, objected to the council’s proposals. 

There was a time, when Iona was little, that the water was considered an asset to the town, the very thing that gave it its character – a fun thing to be kayaked upon, jumped into, fished in. That whole time seems an illusion now; a dream. The canoeing centre Iona frequented has long shut its doors, and since they built the bypass, hardly anyone travels through here anymore. Pont Sulyn is cut off from the world, left to drown.

What she saw as she ran down towards the town, away from her home, was that the water doesn’t care about people. It doesn’t care about homes. It goes where it wants to go, pulled by a gravitational force that has nothing to do with emotion. It’s unstoppable. Water has crept uninvited into ordinary people’s homes tonight, carting away entire futures; the sudden rainfall becoming a curse, heavier than even the meteorologists predicted.

As Iona waded into it, towards the rescue dinghies, vomiting her story up into the cold hands of a policewoman in a yellow raincoat, she caught sight of a shoal of sea trout – the famed sewin – hurtling away at speed in the dark flow under her knees, leaving a mercurial glow in their wake. 

Even the fish, she thought, could not bear to hear her story. 

*

The exhausted female officer who eventually put her in the car and drove her down to the station reminded her of her mother when her sister was a baby. Drowning in life, barely able to keep her head above water. Failing to comprehend what Iona’s situation was. She recalls her mother at the wheel when Bri was three months old, completely dazed, going through red lights, reversing into things, half-mad with sleep deprivation. She feels guilty, remembering the many times she told her mother she shouldn’t have had another baby if she couldn’t handle it. ‘I just need a little help, is all!’ her mother said, her voice faltering. Iona knew what she was asking of her, but she was resistant to it, because, at ten years old, life was already starting to become all about her, and she didn’t want to make it about someone else. Urien, her brother, the peacemaker, was trying his best to shush the screaming life force, dangling a toy elephant in front of her face. Iona still remembers the baby’s large blue eyes, reflected back at her in the rear-view mirror, utterly oblivious of the chaos she had caused by just existing, a thing she was not to blame for. 

Iona is left sitting in the corner of the Pont Sulyn police station waiting room, saturated, soaked through to the skin, shaking violently. People avoid her gaze as though she is just one more oddball washed in from the storm. Next to her, a girl with lank, dirty hair is cutting herself through her purple and black striped tights, the blood dripping in bold, concentric splashes across the linoleum floor. A bald man in a tattered coat keeps muttering to himself as he sways in his plastic chair, telling them the storm is the work of the saint, Saint Sulyn, the one who gave the town its name. Iona finds herself being drawn into conversation with him, desperate for any intervention that can block out the images flickering at the edge of her consciousness; a water-crinkled finger, a bloodied ribbon, an overflowing bath. 

She still doesn’t think any of this is real. 

‘It’s the work of God,’ the man says. ‘Or the Saint, having the last laugh. Because of what they did to his church.’

‘Right,’ she says, almost robotically. ‘Of course. The church.’

‘Well now it’s completely flooded,’ he mutters. ‘Waste of money, that climbing centre. Why do people climb, do you think? What do they think is so interesting up there that they can’t find down here, eh?’

Iona looks up, as though she’ll find the answer on the mottled damp patches creeping across the police station ceiling. How could it be that it was only last weekend when she took Briall to a party at the climbing centre, watched her younger sister and her friends scatter themselves across its walls like lemmings, riding around its rafters on a zip-wire, so full of life and energy? She was surprised to see that the stained-glass window was completely intact as part of the refurbishment, that the figure of St Sulyn still hung there, his red cape glinting in the sun, looking down at them in despair just as she remembered him from her Sunday school days. They’d kept the pews of the church too, which had become littered with colourful shoes, kicked off hurriedly by tiny feet. 

‘He drowned, didn’t he,’ the old man continues. ‘Saint Sulyn. Baptism gone wrong – rapids were too strong. Some deranged woman pushed him in. Or knocked him unconscious. Depends which version of the story you read. But there’s more to the story, isn’t there? There always is.’ 

Saint Sulyn, Iona thinks to herself, dredging up whatever info she has on him from the quagmire that is now her mind, pushing other things down into the depths. Wasn’t her father at work on that entry of the encyclopaedia only last week, didn’t he ask her which version of the town’s history was taught at school? The version where the baptism gone wrong was actually an act of self-sacrifice? Or the version where it was a deliberate attack on the saint by a lover who wanted to expose him for being less saintly than he claimed to be? Was her dad trying to tell her something right then, only that she missed it? She tries to recall the tone of her father’s voice, but she can’t, for the life of her, remember it at all right now. Every memory of him has somehow been extinguished, just like that. 

‘Stupid place to put a church anyway,’ the man continues, ‘on the banks of a river. No wonder people started moving out when the water damage started. It was a death trap anyway. Your family churchgoers, were they?’

Iona clocks that he refers to her family in the past tense, though he can’t possibly know. 

‘Yes, yes, they . . . we . . . were,’ she says, thinking of the way her mother insisted they all had to attend church until they were at least twelve, until they were old enough to decide for themselves whether they wanted God in their lives. How they all sat there dutifully next to each other, while the Saint stared down at them from his echelons. Almost a whole church row gone now, apart from her. Her mother, brother, sister, all of them. Removed, even though the pew that housed them remains, providing solace for weary mothers looking at their phones as their kids fly in the air above them. 

Her father, the atheist, had sat there too, wringing his hands uncomfortably. Is her father dead too? She finds it hard to recall now whether her father was there in the house at all. She would surely remember if she’d seen him. Unless, that, is, unless . . . Something is bobbing in the fluid of her brain, threatening to come to the surface. 

There was someone in her bed. Someone who wasn’t her. 

A young male officer, not much older than her, walks into the waiting room, head bowed wearily, and calls out her name. He’s apologising for the way she’s been treated, all the while trying not to look at the blood dripping out of the young girl’s arm. It’s been one of those nights, he says, overwhelmed as they are, understaffed. He’s so sorry. She should have been taken better care of. As he’s shuffling her down the corridor he’s muttering that it’s ‘all or nothing, eh, in this town’, and then seems to shudder, as if realising this is something you should never say to someone who’s lost everything, lost all. Iona supposes they are all, every single one who exists and lives and works in this town, out of their depth now, as if this water has been poured on the town to test them, to see how shallow or how deep any of them are, to see whether they will sink or swim.

He gives her biscuits and tea and says he’ll get the person in charge. He seems to notice, at last, that she’s still soaking wet from the storm, and hurries out and back in again with some rough looking towels, apologising that that’s the best they have. She wraps her soaking wet hair in a turban and places another one underneath her. The hot tea scalds her tongue. Unfortunate images begin to flicker again in her mind’s eye, water pouring down the stairs towards her, sinking into the turquoise carpet, turning it a dark, soggy green. 

‘Iona Griffri?’ a voice pushes away the recollection of the attic door hanging open, its exposed tongue dangling in mid-air. ‘I’m Miri Pritchard,’ the woman says, reaching out her hand towards her. It’s cold and bony. Iona’s own hand struggles to find the strength to close around it. 

‘I’m the family liaison officer, and I’ll be looking after you from now on. A very bad thing has happened to you tonight, Iona,’ Miri says. ‘No one should have seen what you saw at that house this evening, let alone someone of your age. We’re going to give you all the support you need to deal with this, OK? We’re going to take things one step at a time. I’ll be your point of contact from now on, and I’ll be there with you, every step of the way, OK?’

Every step, she thinks. How many steps are there to walk away from this? It isn’t until she looks down that she sees she’s crumbled the biscuit to smithereens in her hand. 

‘There was a girl in my bed,’ she says. ‘A girl who wasn’t me.’
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