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AN UNEXPECTED START TO A SUNDAY
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Listen, it wasn’t as if this was the first time I’d ever woken up and not known where I was. I mean, six months ago, that happened to me regularly. At least this time, I recognised the guy lying next to me.

But waking up and being surprised by surroundings you don’t recognise at once happens to all of us from time to time. You need a few seconds to reorient yourself. “Ah, we’re at my mum’s,” or “Of course, we crashed out at Dixie’s.”

I waited for revelation to spring itself upon me, but nothing happened, so I ran through what I did know. I was in a large, comfortable bed, with clean sheets that smelled strongly of fabric softener. There was a window to my left and daylight shone through the curtains. The décor was modern and smart.

And, reassuringly, Josh was next to me.

“Mum! Dad!”

The shout beyond the bedroom door startled Josh. His eyes sprung open. I watched him working through the same thought process I did. Where am I? I don’t know where this place is—before arriving at the same mental destination—the I don’t know where I am one.

The door burst open, and a tall, gangly teenage boy flung himself into the room, coming to rest at the foot of our bed, hopping in agitation from foot to foot.

“Guys! C’mon, get up! You’ve got to take me to the auditions!”

I sat up in bed, modestly clutching the duvet to my chest, inadequately covered by a thin nightie, and exchanged an incredulous glance with Josh. He returned the glance in full, but his incredulity mingled with intense curiosity, and I groped for my glasses, thankfully left, as usual, on the table next to my bedside.

The boy in front of us undoubtedly looked like both of us. Curly-haired (we’re both cursed with frizzy mops), blue-green eyes (my boyfriend), a wide face (me) and approximately 6ft 2ins (me too).

Kidding. The height was all Josh.

“Five minutes, guys!” The teenager grabbed hold of my foot and waggled it, and the unfamiliar touch sent a jolt through me. I needed to concentrate hard on not jerking my foot away.

“We’ll see you downstairs then,” I said. He gave both of us an intense look, a ‘hurry and get up’ glare and left the bedroom in roughly the same way he’d entered it. 

“What the f–”

“Let’s just deal with the immediate,” I said. “We’ve got to take this guy somewhere. What do you think he’s called?”

Josh shrugged elaborately. “I don’t f–”

I cut him off. “Language! The audition guy might hear you!”

Josh looked at me once more in disbelief. “But this is just so–” he stopped abruptly, staring at me. “Lottie, you look funny.”

“What, funny ha ha or just bad?” I asked, removing my glasses so he could stare at my face properly.

“Shit, to be honest. You look like you, but not like you.”

I put my glasses back on. “You do too. I mean, like you, but not like you.”

Our fancy bedroom had an en-suite. I dived into it, cutting him off. The image that looked back at me in the bathroom mirror made me put my hand to my mouth in fright. It was me, but I looked like one of those ‘before’ versions in a Botox ad. I had wrinkles around my eyes and deep lines going from mouth to nose. What the hell had happened to us? Josh joined me by the mirror, staring at himself in similar shock and we turned to each other.

“What happened last night? And where are we? I don’t recognise this place.” Josh prodded the lines on his forehead in disbelief. “I need to stop drinking.”

“Roger that,” I nodded, “but we still need to get this guy to his audition. He seems to know us.” I picked up the pink toothbrush beside the sink, and Josh shrugged. “Can you see any clothes out there? We’ll need to hurry up.”

See, it was the people-pleaser in me. I didn’t want to let ...whoever he was down.

When I emerged from the en-suite, Josh was dressed. He pointed at the large, built-in wardrobe at the end of the room. A quick glimpse at him revealed he was wearing what looked like smart-casual clothing: chinos and a dark blue sweater over a polo shirt. Expensive, if a bit middle-aged, like something someone’s dad would think was trendy.

I opened the wardrobe door and found the same transformation had happened to my clothing. It had that up-market smart-casual look to it too, with brands I didn’t usually wear or buy, mostly because I can’t afford anything more than twenty pounds for any one item of clothing. Inside this wardrobe was what looked like the kind of clothes people who do important jobs wear: pencil skirts, cashmere cardigans, silk shirts and tapered trousers.

Now dressed, the two of us opened the bedroom door cautiously. The house had that unfamiliar smell of other people’s homes. It took a few minutes for my olfactory senses to adjust.

“Where do we go?” Josh whispered.

I pointed to the left. “That way?”

Josh looked at me and shrugged back. “Son!” he yelled, and the expression he shared with me was still disbelief, but mixed with something else. Fatherly pride perhaps? “We’re ready! Where are you?”

Josh high-fived me. I slapped his palm back. It was an excellent demonstration of initiative.

“Kitchen!” came the shout back. We turned right towards the sound, feeling our way gingerly along the unfamiliar corridors, painted in a goes-with-everything tasteful colour paint manufacturers would describe as ‘honeysuckle’.

“Stairs!” I exclaimed, and we hurried down them—wooden, natch—following the sound, and the smell of toast.

There was a picture on one of the landing walls, a wedding photo taken roughly twenty years earlier judging by the hairstyles and outfits. The bride in the picture looked like me, and the groom was Josh. Something stirred in my head. It felt disconcerting.

I nudged Josh in the ribs: “Yikes, I’m wearing a meringue!” but his face had taken on an ‘I can’t handle any more weirdness’ expression. I looked at the picture one more time and decided to park the image somewhere else for the time being.

The kitchen was exactly the kind of kitchen my mother would swoon over. There was an American-style fridge-freezer in tasteful black, a range cooker with five hobs and the kind of washing machine that looks as if it picked the clothes off your bedroom floor, washed them, dried them and hung them back up neatly in your wardrobe for you. Naturally, there was a dishwasher and microwave too.

Parked in the middle was a kitchen island; to the back a large table and beautiful copper pots and pans hung on hooks, making the place look like the sort of kitchen a celebrity chef would love. Whoever we were in this life, we appeared to be very wealthy.

There were two or three childish paintings and pictures on the fridge door. I assumed I’d held on to these examples in tribute to the child prodigy in front of me, so I searched them for useful clues. A childish signature scrawl, for instance, that might give me an idea of audition boy's name.

No such luck.

The guy in question was standing at the kitchen island. “Here,” he said and pushed a flask of coffee into Josh’s hands. He buttered a thick slice of toast and cut it in two, shoving one piece into my hand and the other piece into Josh’s mouth, which was hanging open once more.

I noted that he put marmite on my half and blackberry jam on Josh’s—exactly what we would have chosen ourselves. Josh chewed his piece furiously. Perhaps he was hoping that toast and jam would have a therapeutic effect on blood sugar levels and take him from total confusion to clarity.

Audition boy dangled a pair of keys in front of his face.

“C’mon! C’mon! Man, I can’t wait to pass my test, and then I won’t need to rely on you guys.”

He moved towards the door. Dazed, we followed him to a huge garage.

“Do you think the car has got satnav?” Josh whispered to me.

“Bound to,” I said. “We seem to be very middle-class.”

The three of us got into the car, which was indeed a RAV4, which suited our new, wealthy status. “So,” Josh’s hands gripped the unfamiliar steering wheel, “remind me where these auditions are?"

“Merin Court Arena, duh! We’ve only got twenty minutes to get there.” Audition boy rolled his eyes.

The satnav delivered us to Merin Court within twenty minutes as the roads were quiet, thankfully. And totally unfamiliar. Did we still live in the same city? Leaning forward from the backseat, I noticed whoever he was flicking through print-offs. I read the name, ‘Sean Berkley’, at the top of what looked like instructions for auditioning. As he got out of the RAV4, I called after him, “Good luck, Sean!”

I watched him run off. It looked as if there were lots of other people going to this audition and I felt kind of protective of him.

He turned back at the turnstiles as he heard me and grinned, then his face changed. He looked horrified.

The warm glow that had started in my belly and spread itself through every inch of my body ever since he’d burst into our room froze. Josh’s hand grabbed mine. Had Sean realised that we weren’t...

“Guys! What about Tildie?” he shrieked, running back to us. He rested his hands on the open window at the driver’s side.

“Tildie?” said Josh, but I had a nasty feeling I knew what was coming next.

“Yeah, like duh, Dad! Tildie, my four-year-old baby sister? The one you guys have just left all alone in the house...?”

He ran off, and Josh slowly lowered his head, thumping it a few times on the steering wheel.

“What the f–”

“Language,” I say automatically, even though it didn’t matter anymore.

“But...look, I don’t get this,” Josh said. “Yesterday we were, like ordinary nineteen-year-olds, yeah? And we’ve woken up, and now we’re...” he trailed off, staring into the distance.

“And now we’re the parents of two, apparently,” I finished off, equally incredulous. “One of whom we’ve just abandoned in a house halfway across the city.”
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SLEEPING ON YOUR FRONT
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Charlotte peeled open an eyelid. Yes, that was the right way to describe how she opened her eye, as she needed to use a forefinger to gently pull her upper eyelid away from the lower. It appeared stuck fast.

The eye she had opened was struck by bright sunlight streaming in from the window, and she blinked rapidly, hoping the sky would cloud over in the time between blinks. It didn’t.

She appeared to be lying on her front, a position she rarely slept in, believing it to be damaging to the skin and destined to end in long-term unhappiness à la unsightly wrinkles. What was also disturbing was the taste in her mouth, which could only be described as...absolutely disgusting. Almost as if she hadn’t brushed her teeth for several days.

And Charlotte always, always brushed her teeth before going to bed.

A rapid inventory of other symptoms. Headache? Check. Heartbeat pounding loud and clear in her temples? Check. Faint sense of nausea revealing itself in the form of a gurgling belly? Another tick. This could only mean one thing: a hangover.

She hadn’t had more than a glass or two of wine on any occasion in the last ten years. Drink—especially the demon wine that so many of her fellow forty-somethings fell victim to—was dreadful for the complexion. It gave you wrinkles, blotchiness and puffiness around the jaw. And then there was what it did for your metabolism, the stomach and its correlation with cellulite. Charlotte could always tell the forty-something drinkers a mile away, and she despised them for their lack of willpower.

What the hell had been in that glass or two of wine she must have had last night? The thing was, she couldn’t remember having a drink last night. It had been a Saturday. That was her spa night, the night she did face masks, nail varnish, all-over dry skin body brushing, and the encasing of fingers and toes in cotton gloves and thick, luxurious moisturiser. All the better for preserving the soft, smooth quality of one’s carefully nurtured skin.

A glass of wine would undo everything her spa night was supposed to achieve It spelt the difference between waking up with smooth, even skin or waking up with blotchy cheeks.

Having run through the reasons why she would not have had a drink last night, Charlotte felt a wave of guilt crash itself on the shore of her barely-there consciousness. Vanity, Charlotte! Of course, she wouldn’t have had a glass of wine last night. Ed had been away on a golf trip, and she was on her own with the children, who might have needed to be taken to friends’ houses. Or could, heaven forbid, have needed rushing to A&E following a terrible accident. 

The mere thought of the hypothetical accident sent shudders down Charlotte’s prone frame. She didn’t do irresponsible drinking, and certainly not as far as the little cherubs were concerned.

Speaking of cherubs, where were they?

A mobile phone had been buzzing beside her for some time, so she rang the answer machine. A male voice boomed out.

“Janey, Janey! Wakey-wakey! Or are you still awake? That was one ripsnorter of a party, and it was all going on when I bailed. Love ya, baby. Call me.”

Who was Janey? Interesting too that her mystery caller had an Australian accent.

Charlotte pushed herself up from the bed slowly into a cobra position. The one eye that had been opened was joined by the other. It was an equally painful process to widen that one too. Both orbs slowly took in their surroundings.

They were completely alien to her. The incredibly bright sunlight streamed in through two French windows, one of which was open. The bed Charlotte found herself on was a double—so far, so good—but it lacked the matching bedside cabinets she had picked out from Habitat when she redecorated the bedroom. And the sheets on it bore no resemblance to the Laura Ashley honeysuckle set that she’d treated herself to as an anniversary present last year.

She felt the sheet between her fingers with distaste. Polycotton by the feel of it, and bright green. Immediate surroundings processed and still unrecognised she looked around. The walls of the room were a lighter green with what looked like silver paint on the skirting boards and the coving, and there was a collection of photos on the wall next to the door. Her eyesight wasn’t up to distinguishing detail or who was in them, but they did appear to feature a lot of people grinning at the camera and holding bottles of beer.

The floor was laminated, though the sunlight picked up plenty of dust and she noticed a few sticky brown marks. A quick glance down to her right fixed on a bottle of Jack Daniels lying on its side and two bottles of Coke also sideways-positioned.

Was this a teenager’s bedroom, she wondered to herself. The sunshine coming in through the French windows had intensified. She reckoned it had to be almost midday.

She pushed back from the cobra position—murder to keep going with the intensive care-grade hangover she was entertaining—and swung her legs off the bed. She wandered through an unfamiliar corridor to a living room which had a kitchen area contained in one corner.

She opened the fridge. Its only contents were a half-full bottle of wine, some beers and several cans of Diet Coke, a drink Charlotte never touched because of its evil global identity.

Needs must, though. Her thirst raged on. She popped the tab on a can, draining it in seconds, ice-cold and delicious. That immediate problem taken care of, another problem presented itself. Charlotte’s belly gurgled ominously once more. She bolted back out into the small hallway and the room on the left. Wrong, a cupboard. The room on the right, then and she bent over the toilet, furiously spitting out the saliva and then vomit that flooded her mouth.

A few minutes later, she felt safe enough to sit back from the toilet—which, like the rest of the flat, badly needed cleaning, oh hell the thought of that dirty—Charlotte was sick once more, heaving and spewing three or four times before the urge finally left her. In the detached part of her brain, she noted that she had brought up foods she didn’t remember eating. The forensic detective in her noted regurgitated potato chips and carrots. But then, vomit always had carrots in it, no matter what you’d eaten.

She leant against the shower door and waited for her pounding heart to slow down. Mission accomplished, she stood up as slowly as she could and found herself face to face with the bathroom mirror.

Holy cow!

Blotchy skin, bloodshot eyes and make-up that hadn’t been scrupulously removed the night before. The spa night was beginning to look like a figment of her imagination.

That aside, the face that stared back at her from the mirror was not the face of a well-preserved woman in her early forties. It was the face of someone in her early twenties, tall, honey-blonde and tanned. Charlotte’s dark petite-ness had been re-worked completely. Despite herself, Charlotte found that she couldn’t take her eyes off the face in the mirror, screwing up her eyes and sticking out her tongue just to check if Blondie-the-reflection did it too. Blondie did.

The reflection entertained her for all of two minutes. Then reality kicked in. What on earth was going on? Here she was, in a strange body and in a flat she didn't know. The hairs stood up on the back of Charlotte’s neck. Well, a neck, it wasn't Charlotte’s. The low level of unease she had awoken with intensified into full-blown panic. Where am I? Where are the kids? What has happened to me?

She decided to explore the flat for further clues. The French doors opened onto a small balcony, where there were two upturned chairs and a table with an overflowing ashtray. A pair of flip-flops (male? Size eleven?) and some strappy sandals lay abandoned next to the table. The brown sticky stains had made their way out here too, forcing Charlotte to pick her way gingerly between marks.

She did not recognise the view from the balcony. The flat was seven or eight floors up. It looked out onto a broad street lined with palm trees. Charlotte was wearing an over-sized tee shirt she assumed was a man’s. By now she had given up mentally tallying up the things she didn’t recognise but out here on the balcony she realised she was not in the least bit cold. Post-hangover bodies give off their own heating system courtesy of detoxification, but last night when Charlotte went to bed in her London home, it was early April.

And here she was standing outside in April and not cold at all. As she held out her palms and gazed upwards, she realised she would need sunscreen if she stayed out here any longer.

She gave up on the balcony and wandered back into the bedroom, picking her way between the sticky stains as she moved towards the doorway. It led out to a small corridor, off which was a large living area, the room she hadn't looked at properly earlier while dealing with her thirst and subsequent vomiting. The living area had the same lack of cleanliness standards as the rest of the flat. A large squashy sofa in cream leather sported dubious stains. It faced a giant-screen, dusty TV. Charlotte scrunched her nose up at that. She hated rooms where TVs dominated the space.

Shelves close to the TV housed DVDs—no books?—and the glass coffee table held a handbag that had partially spilt its contents onto the surface. Since she didn’t recognise the bag, innate good manners—even in the face of the terrible confusion she was now experiencing—stayed the hand that desperately wanted to rifle through it.

At the edge of the table, she noticed...No, no, no. On top of a lot of disturbing observations, that observation pushed too hard at the borders or reality. It would have to wait.

The kitchen area had none of Charlotte’s usual kitchen accoutrements. No gleaming pots and pans, no neat shelf featuring cookbooks and nothing that looked family-related.

She wandered back to the sofa and the glass-topped table. Some of the contents that had spilt out of the mystery handbag handily included a ballpoint pen, and she retrieved a sheet of paper from a notebook on the table.

Sitting down on the grubby sofa and using one of the DVDs to lean on, she wrote her name at the top of the sheet.

“I AM CHARLOTTE.” Emphasis on the ‘I am’. I seem to be in a flat belonging to someone called Janey?

What next?

Country? Possibly America, California, or maybe Australia.

A frenzy of writing took over. I don’t know where I am; I don’t know what has happened to me, I have woken up in a place I don’t know or recognise. I seem to be in the body of a woman in her early twenties. I’ve got a hangover of gargantuan proportions, not to mention...

A quick glance at the table once more, the handbag and—yes the other stuff.

...possibly a cocaine addiction. What on earth, what has happened to me, what the fuck??????

Writing the word ‘fuck’ created a teeny-tiny temporary sense of relief. It was language Charlotte didn’t usually allow herself to write as cherubs could find it. The paper tore as she pressed the pen hard into the f and the k.

Temporary relief over, Charlotte burst into tears.

“Oh Ed! Where are you—where am I, and where are my children?”
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DESTINATION: THE LYNAN INSTITUTE, EDINBURGH
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“Drive, just drive!”

There was no mistaking the urgency in her tone. He pressed his foot flat to the floor, darting nervous glances occasionally at his passenger, worried that she might suffer a stroke or fit before they arrived at their destination.

Wait a minute, she hadn’t specified her destination, had she?

“Where we going, Missus?”

“Oh, shit, sorry,” she clapped her hands together. “I forgot to say. The Lynan Institute? Dreyfus Street?”

He nodded. He knew it, though he had never actually dropped, or picked up, anyone from the Lynan Institute. Maybe this fare was his chance to find out what went on there.

He took a surreptitious glance back at her. She had wrenched open the back door of his black cab, shouted her instruction to drive, and he’d automatically obeyed with only a cursory glance at the back seat (no sign of any weapon—okay, this is legit) before driving off.

Now he could look more closely. He guessed the woman was in her early thirties, well-dressed, with light-brown hair cut in a razor-sharp bob. She wore an expensive coat over skin-tight leather trousers.

Marvin sighed in pleasure. Too often women these days favoured the casual look: jeans or the dreadful yoga pants. To his mind, though, there was nothing as erotic as a smartly-dressed woman.

His passenger was shifting about in her seat, a toe tapping up and down, beating the sound of her impatience on the cab floor.

“Going as fast as I can, Missus,” he added, watching the agitation on her face, her frown, her pursed lips and the frequent sighing.

“To be honest, I prefer Ms,” she said, but she smiled so sweetly as she said it, the wrinkles on her forehead smoothing out and the lines about her mouth suddenly disappearing, and so he decided he didn’t mind.

“Going as fast as I can...Ms,” he amended. She winked at him in the mirror, one eyelid slowly closing over a large brown eye. She touched her top lip with her tongue, a gesture so fleeting Marvin wasn’t sure he’d seen it, but another wink seemed to confirm it.

He was her slave for evermore.

Friendly relations now set up, he decided to risk satisfying his curiosity.

“The Lynan Institute, then?”

She grinned at him. “What do you want to know?”

“Well, us cabbies are awfy—nosey about it. What is it? What goes on in there?”

She winked again.

“Oh, wouldn’t you like to know, Marvin?” With a further smirk, she sank back into the seat, relaxed at last.

It didn’t look as if Marvin was going to get that long-standing, niggling question answered after all.

Hold on, how did she know...

“I read your security badge.” The voice piped up from the backseat. Okay, so it wasn’t rocket science how she had managed to work out his name, but reading his mind just there...Good job the Lynan Institute wasn’t too far away now, that was for sure. Tongue tricks or not, Marvin's admiration began to drain away. He wasn’t sure this woman was legit after all.

“Keep the change.”

His fare had exited the taxi gracefully, gathering together her coat and swinging her legs out in an arc.

The tip was generous, but by no means outstanding. Marvin didn’t linger to watch her go into the Lynan Institute.

The knowledge of what the institute did would have to wait. Marvin’s taxi-driving colleagues would stay in ignorance for a little while longer.

“Welcome to the Lynan Institute: Promoting Excellence and Education in All That We Do.”

The Lynan Institute's sign hung inside the building, not out. From the outside, it had the look of a typical Georgian building, the type that only big law firms in Edinburgh could afford these days. Inside, you stepped first into a spacious reception area, its walls covered with certificates. Lynan Institution level one certification, level two, level three etcetera.

The certificates named people. Eve didn’t recognise most of the names, but the odd one here and there sounded familiar, famous even. She could never pinpoint who the person was exactly, and she always seemed to forget to look the names up when she left the place.

As always, the reception area was deserted. Eve removed her heels and sighed in relief as her feet touched cold, marble floors.

Freed from the uncomfortable footwear, she could now move quickly, and she ran up the stairs to the building's main room.

Mrs Stanhope was already in place, standing beside Eve’s pod, a forbidding cast to her features. The pod was one of many, six to a row, eight rows in total. Curtains pulled round each, mirroring a hospital ward and affording each occupant privacy. Not that Eve ever saw any other occupants. She heard them from time to time, but the Lynan Institute staggered the occupation of the beds, so nobody arrived or left at the same time.

“You’re late!” Mrs Stanhope snapped, her eyes widening and then narrowing as she took in Eve's bare feet.

“Stanny!” Eve was probably the first person who had ever called Mrs Stanhope by that overly-familiar name, and the look of pain that crossed the woman’s features showed that she was yet to get used to it.

The first person, too, who had argued with her about her methods and the way she treated people and the first person who dared to suggest she might want to change her management style.

The arguments didn’t mean, however, that Eve was no longer afraid of being late.

“Get in,” Mrs Stanhope opened the pod, which still, unfortunately, looked too much like a coffin for Eve’s liking. She placed a small step ladder next to it. Eve was only 5ft 2ins tall and getting in the pod without one was impossible.

Mrs Stanhope hadn’t moved. The pod, coffin-shaped but coloured in cream and beige to try to disguise that association, may have been ready for Eve, but she was not ready for it. Anyway, the student hadn’t appeared yet.

A battle of wills began.

Eve was not going to tell Mrs Stanhope to leave, but neither was she going to get into that wretched pod until the student was in place. Students checked everyone who came into the Lynan Institute, keeping an eye on them as they slept, and Eve preferred to wait until hers was in place.

Eve folded her arms. Mrs Stanhope unfolded hers. A minute’s stand-off ensued.

Sighing impatiently, Eve made a move to open the curtain. Where was that student?

“No, no!”

A hand reached out to stop her, and she resisted the impulse to thrust off the woman’s clammy grasp.

“She’s late too, the wr...wretched student, I mean. But she’ll be here soon enough. Please just get in.”

“And you?” Eve's tone was deceptively gentle.

Mrs Stanhope's face wrinkled. It appeared to sink in from the forehead, down the nose and to the chin.

“I’ll leave you.”

She turned abruptly, opened the door and pulled it shut with a click. Her voice was still audible as she left, barking instructions into a Bluetooth headset about letting the technical crew know.

Who were they, Eve wondered briefly. But as usual, the thought came and went quickly. She didn’t seem to be able to hold onto thoughts here, anticipating the seductive pull of sleep too keenly. She let out a sigh, stepping down from the step ladder, the conversation was already forgotten in the bliss of peace and quiet that had descended in the wake of Mrs Stanhope’s departure.

The space was now hers. She adjusted the pod’s thermostat, turning it down slightly as Mrs Stanhope kept the temperatures too high. As a finishing touch, she waved her hand a few times in front of the curtains until the colour changed. Ah, that was better, light pink with a silver sparkle through it. Just like her bedroom at home.

Never mind that she wouldn’t be able to see the curtain as in minutes she would be getting into her pod and closing the front lid of it over her for the hours she was to spend inside there.

Eve pulled off her cashmere jumper and hung it up on one of the hangers that had been left on a hook to the right of the pod, noting with approval that they were padded. She didn’t want to get dressed back into clothing with funny marks where it had been hung. She removed her leather jeans next, peeling them off with the sense of relief with which she’d abandoned her high-heeled shoes earlier on.

She pulled the step ladder close to the pod once more, climbed the steps and slid down into the pod.

It was always the same. At first, she felt the claustrophobia keenly, as if she was climbing into a submarine berth. Once inside, however, it was different. More of an enclosing, comforting kind of place, a womb, Eve had thought the first time and then been embarrassed by it. Or embarrassed by how relieved the thought of being in a womb was to her.

She pulled the lid over her with a sigh, adjusted the wires and plugged herself into the main power supply.

Sleep was only a few seconds away, so time to just mentally clarify in her head... Oh, no there wasn’t.
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The Berkleys’ House, Sunday 

Following Sean’s revelation, we’d driven home, or to the place that now appeared to be our home, at a terrifying rate of knots, appalled by the fact that we had left a four-year-old all on her own.

“But Lottie, this is bonkers!” Josh said, his hands tightly gripping the steering wheel. “Why are we old gits and parents too? I’m totally freaked out.”

I had no answer to that. All we could do for the moment was rescue a child and work the rest out later.

After a mad dash from the garage to the house and then upstairs to try to find said four-year-old, we stumbled upon a smallish room, done out in white, silver and shades of pink, complete with luminous stars on the ceiling.

There was also a bunk bed, a small, sleeping child occupying the bottom bunk. The room smelled slightly yeasty, of talcum powder and small child sweat. I kind of liked it.

By this stage, Josh and I were out of incredulity—or so we thought. But again, a perusal of this child’s sleeping face revealed certain likenesses to our own features. Child number two also had curly hair, closer in colour to my own dark hair, and a broad face with a nose that belonged, in a bigger form, to Josh.

He stared at me in disbelief.

“What–” he began to say, but I guess the whole lot of ‘What’s’ he could have asked felt too overwhelming, so he settled for simply putting his head into his hands.

Luckily for us, the small child was still sleeping so did not seem to have experienced any ill effects thanks to her exposure to inadvertent parental neglect. I thought I’d better check it out for sure, so I prodded her gently.

“Tildie, Tildie...”

The child shuddered slightly and frowned without opening her eyes, a gesture I recognised as one of the ‘do not disturb’ types. I persisted anyway.

“Tildie, Tildie wake up!”

Tildie responded by pulling the duvet (illustrated with various Disney princesses) up over her head. I pulled it gently down again, uncovering a little body, dressed in mauve pyjamas.

There was a small sigh.

“Mummy!” She sat up, a look of indignation on her little features. “I was having this dream, a dream that I was on a horse and we were galloping and galloping, and escaping from the Narker Man.”

I’d been expecting the ‘Mummy’ bit, but it still jolted me.

“Who’s the Narker Man?” I asked, settling on something more addressable.

The little girl (my little girl?) looked, well, narked. “Mummy, you talk about the Narker Man all the time! He’s that dragon king. He breathes fire. He comes to get me if I don’t go to bed early and he will steal all my food, and I will starve to death if I don’t eat all my dinner at night. You remember?”

Josh pushed himself from the wall he’d been sloped against and stared at me, hard. Bloody hell, what kind of monstrous person was I, frightening small children with tales of hideous creatures who starved kids to death?

“Do we, Tildie?” I sat down beside her on the bed. “Do you know? I think maybe the Narker Man has gone away—ooh I know!”

Inspiration struck “Do you know what, your daddy–” I flashed a look at Josh, daring him to disagree, “had this ginormous fight with the Narker Man last night. He attacked him with a rubber spatula,” –Josh mouthed “A what?” at me—“and the Narker Man is gone for good. Daddy chased him out of the house, and he’s set up invisible guards who will stop him coming back.”

I stood up, holding out my hand for Tildie to take. “Do you want me to show you where the invisible guards are?”

She tilted her head and then nodded, stepping out of the bunk. The two of us padded over to the window in her room. I took quick note of the view to add to my stock of information about our situation. We were in a large, terraced townhouse with a good-sized garden surrounded by high walls. This looked like a very nice neighbourhood. I lifted Tildie up and pointed at a spot just above the front door that we could see just below the window.

“There!”

“Where, Mummy?”

Luckily for me, a plastic shopping bag had just










































	Who are we?

	Where are we?

	How did we get here?

	What do we do to get out of here?
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