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      I want to ask you three questions. Think about them carefully.

      Question number one: If you received a text message, and you had no clue who sent it, would you reply? Nowadays, you have to be so careful. Maybe you’re like me. I’ve never been naïve, and I’ve never thought of myself as stupid. So I’d glare at the phone. Churn over in my head any recollections of people I’d met recently. Assess whether or not, inadvertently or in a drunken, flirting moment, I might have given my number to them. Then I would sneer and snap back at the unexpected words on my phone screen: ‘There’s no way I’m answering any random message from a stranger.’

      That’s what I always thought I’d do.

      Okay then, so here’s your second question: How about if you received more than simply one message? A proliferation of them, in fact. And not only texts, but other things, too – little notes, maybe, or something left attached to your windscreen? What if this developed into presents? Would you be freaked out? Paranoid that someone was watching? Unable to sleep at night, not understanding why someone you can’t identify would be trying to get this close to you? Would you seriously contemplate going to the police in the hope they could do something to stop it? Or do it anyway because logic dictates that this could get dangerous. Because it could, right?

      And this is the bit I’m really getting at here: even if you didn’t earlier, would you now block the number? Or would something dark, buried inside of you, be curious – you know, just curious enough to tell no one, and to leave the door open for the mystery messager to do it again?

      I’ve always known, deep down, that the thought of risk leaves me tingling. Sometimes it gets to the parts of me that I can’t tell ordinary people about. I’ve spent years trying to block these feelings out of my life, and to bear the weight of my responsibilities. But I also don’t class myself as acting without thinking. Or, at least, my dark subconscious and my sense of what’s ‘right’, of what’s ‘expected’, battle that one out among themselves. All I want is for them to leave me out of it, and let me get on with my life. However hard that is, after everything that’s happened.

      And here’s the third question, the crux of where I’ve been going with all of this, the beating heart of my interrogation of your mind: what if you realised exactly who was sending you messages? What then? What if you received this:

      You know that I know who you are. I mean really know you. And what you did. We’re unfinished business – and you know it.

      Be honest with yourself, now. If you can do that, then I’m going to be honest with you. Would your stomach screw itself into a knot? Would your throat go so dry that, no matter how hard or often you swallow, you think you’re going to choke? Would you answer that message?

      I did. And look at me now.
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      I think these people are sadists. They must know, be able to see into my brain or something, watching for that moment of vulnerability as they sit there in front of me, all innocence and concentration.

      The second that vibration in my pocket thunders against the plastic seat, despite every effort to avoid it, my mind flashes in a panic to our front room. It runs in sequence through all the things that might be happening there, right now. And that exact moment is the one my most irritating student picks to ask a question. I have to suffer this every single week. I can’t remember what they’ve said, even though I’ve only just heard it. My mind is already shot, anyway, and they must notice me glancing at my watch, wishing it would read 4p.m. so that I can get out of here.

      ‘I’m really sorry, Patrick, could you repeat your question?’

      Why the hell I keep my phone in my pocket, I don’t know. Maybe to mask the fact that it’s making a noise, or that, if I can see Caitlin’s name on the screen – or worse, Dad’s – the sickening feeling grabs hold before I can control it. Except it doesn’t work. I feel it; the dozen adult education students can hear it; and that doesn’t stop the guilt of knowing I’m out of the house and not paying attention to whatever it is that Caitlin says Dad needs, and neither am I providing it. Caitlin will remind me of the fact later, that’s guaranteed.

      Stop looking at your watch. Stop it.

      ‘I said, so what was the point of Cathy’s ghost banging on that window at the beginning, then? That bloke who tells the story wasn’t a part of what goes on between Cathy and Heathcliff at all. What is she – some kind of psycho spook?’

      It’s as good a cue as I’m going to get. ‘What do you think, Patrick? Anyone? Is she a “psycho spook”, as you put it? Or is it purely for Gothic effect? Or, now we’ve read the entire novel, is there some other reason that Cathy’s ghost would be enlisting a stranger’s help to open the window and let her in? Deciding what you think about it will be your assignment for this week. We’ll discuss the Gothic elements in Wuthering Heights next time, and where the ghost fits into that particular theme. But give it some thought. I want you to come up with a list of reasons why a ghost – either real, or a disturbing memory of the past – would disrupt the present day in a story, like Cathy does. This week’s creative work is going to be on that motivation, and how you can feed that into your own story. The exact details and word count of your assignment will be on the online portal by tomorrow morning.’

      I’m already grabbing my bag and jacket as I finish talking, trying really hard not to eyeball any of the students, especially Patrick. I don’t want a single excuse to delay leaving the library on time. Not today.

      ‘Eva? Can this disturbance that the ghost or memory causes in the present be psychological, rather than physical?’

      I glance across at the brown suede, tie-up shoes and the corduroy trousers. Oh, hell. I can speak to Gareth tomorrow, when Mrs Cuthbertson has her day off and he lets me into the building. He knows it. He knows I know it. But still he persists after every single lesson.

      ‘It can be whichever suits your story, Gareth.’ Right at this precise moment, I wish that the staff here didn’t get to join in the sessions as a perk of the job. I know what’s coming next as I make a beeline for the door.

      ‘If you’re not too busy after tomorrow morning’s session, maybe we can go get a coffee? Or a sandwich, maybe? That new coffee shop does some really good meals, apparently.’

      A quick look: those bloodhound eyes, begging for a ‘yes’ and expecting a ‘no’. I haven’t got time for this.

      ‘Maybe. See you later, Gareth.’

      I don’t turn back around. I try not to listen properly to the murmuring of several students behind me, especially the one whose voice sounds like a first-timer playing a violin. As I leave, I catch the words, ‘Mrs Cuthbertson, you’re responsible for the courses that are put on here, aren’t you? You’re not? Oh well, I’d like to complain, anyway.’

      Mrs flaming Cuthbertson can get on and deal with it. I’m sure she’ll delight in taking a complaint about me.

      The second I’m out of the room, I yank out my phone and flick through the notifications of five missed calls and eight unread messages, all from Caitlin. The last in the torrent of relentless messages reads: Isn’t Dad’s hospital appointment of any interest, then? Where the hell are you? Answer your phone.

      I reply: Sis, I was working. I’m sorry. Is everything all right?

      Nothing. I glare at the phone screen, willing it to flash up a response. Maybe it means Dad… maybe it’s bad news. My stomach feels like it’s knotting around a stone.

      ‘Miss Sewell, have you got a minute?’

      Shit. I’m going to get the sack. Mrs Cuthbertson’s face looks like a tornado has struck it as she chases me across the car park. It gets worse when my phone rings. And rings. And rings.

      It’s like being at a crossroads and knowing that going one way takes you over a cliff and the other way leads you straight into barbed wire that will give you sepsis at the very least. Mrs Cuthbertson is talking at me. I’ve no clue what she’s saying. I try and focus in on the very end of her rant as my phone keeps ringing and she scowls at it.

      ‘I’m sorry there’s been a complaint, Mrs Cuthbertson. Maybe you could ask some of the other students who get excellent grades if they have any complaints about the level of detail I go into?’ I shrug.

      I can’t get away from the woman fast enough. I don’t even give her the option of coming back at me with some snide response. Caitlin’s voice is snappy on the other end of the phone.

      ‘Where the hell have you been? On some stupid la-la trip to Fiction Land again?’

      ‘I’ve been working, if that’s what you mean.’

      ‘Are you planning on actually coming home?’

      What does she want me to do – fly? I’m walking so fast that one of my shoes stays on the pavement and my foot takes three steps before I notice.

      ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake. No.’

      ‘What do you mean, “no”?’

      ‘I’m not talking to you. Oh, doesn’t matter.’

      Caitlin is so loud that I have to hold the phone at arm’s length. ‘Ever the charming Eva. What the hell have I done, except spend the day at the hospital? Think you’re better than me today, do you?’

      ‘I didn’t mean…’ It’s pointless getting into this argument. All it does is go round and round. ‘How’s Dad?’

      ‘Finally.’ She almost bites my head off. ‘Remembered your priorities, have you? You can ask him yourself if you ever decide to grace us with your presence.’

      ‘Look. I’ve been teaching. You know that. I’ll be home in a few minutes.’

      I hang up, squinting at the spots of rain that splatter on my face from out of nowhere, silently rueing the decision to get some exercise and walk to work this morning. Winter is definitely hanging ominously in the air, biding its time. The house key twists in my hand and my legs speed up as several more raindrops threaten to morph into a downpour.

      The moment I turn the corner and see the house, memories of growing up here entwine with the pangs of dread that slice into my chest as I think about what might be behind that door today. I stand there, watching for a flicker in the window. A human shape in a brown cardi. A sign that lets me know Dad is out of his bed and in his chair, that today is a good day. My eyes close; the lashes are wet. It’s nothing to do with the rain.

      I fumble for my phone. Dial Ryan’s number. There’s still no answer after the tenth ring. He’s supposed to be at home today. When it goes to answerphone, I give in and leave a voice message:

      ‘Hi, it’s me. I was wondering if you fancy me coming round tomorrow evening. I’ll cook, if you’d like me to. And then, maybe we can talk about – about what’s going on between us. Getting back together. I never really wanted a divorce in the first place, but you know that. Things between us got… I’d love to see you.’ It leaves me with a void in my stomach. I hate talking to the emptiness. Always did.

      My footsteps echo on the paving slabs as I get closer to our front door. It’s as if all other sounds in the world have been turned off and my heels are the only thing still on full volume. I turn the key. Even the scrape of the metal in the lock is amplified. Agony assaults my chest and peppers through my insides as I push open the door; it’s yanked inwards, taking my whole body with it.

      ‘Where the flaming hell have you been, Eva? You know I can’t leave him. And I need to go out.’

      Being attacked the second I almost fall into the hallway puts me on the defensive. I can’t help it.

      ‘Off to fetch milk and some cocoa, are you? That new man at the corner shop likes his customers to turn up in stilettos, does he?’ I wish I didn’t bite back all the time, and she’s not even wearing high heels, but if I don’t do it then she’ll snipe at me until the second the door slams behind her.

      ‘Keep your voice down. He’s sleeping. And don’t start, Eva. It’s been a pig of a day.’

      ‘How is he?’

      Caitlin’s eyes spark, as if they want to burn me to ash. ‘Do you care?’

      ‘How can you even ask that?’ My nails dig into my palms.

      ‘Because we were five bloody hours in that hospital and you didn’t even check to see how it went.’

      ‘That’s because I was teaching. I told you. And I can’t have my phone out during sessions. It’s unprofessional. And then the students will take it as a cue to do what they like. It’s hard enough with some of them, keeping their interest as it is.’

      ‘Those scraps you get, down at that library?’ I hate it when Caitlin snorts at me. ‘What’s the hell’s the point of that? Why don’t you get a job that actually pays the bills? One with some actual working hours?’

      ‘If I wasn’t self-employed, if I wasn’t able to arrange my work time, how would we manage? And I do have actual working hours. I do other things. Other writing.’

      ‘What? What exactly do you do? All I ever see is you sitting in cafés – I’ve seen you there, so don’t pull that face – and staring at the artwork on the walls. You know, the kind where someone has actually pulled their finger out of their arse and sold their stuff.’

      Why is it always me who has to be on the defensive? ‘You’ve been determined not to understand my career since I started. I don’t only sell stories. I write articles and… stuff. You go out of your way to be deliberately demeaning. Just because I’m not like you. Thank God.’

      Caitlin’s fists thump onto her hips. ‘Oh, so I’m inferior to the wonderful Eva Sewell, am I?’

      My eyes smart. I can feel my body deflating. ‘Oh, you know I didn’t mean that. We’re both angry. Upset. We’re like it all the time. This is all draining. The whole, horrible thing is draining.’

      ‘Which is why I’m going out.’ She’s trying so hard to get past me.

      ‘Again?’

      Caitlin throws me a spiteful look. ‘You’re home now. You can manage, can’t you? I’ve been with him all day. Feels like a week. Bloody hospital. Bloody oxygen. Bloody stupid disease.’ She cuffs violently at her eyes as she shoves past me.

      ‘Yes, of course I can. But⁠—’

      The door has already slammed behind her.

      In our ancient front room, I sit next to the bed. Dad looks peaceful when he’s asleep. Every day, every single time I come in here, I go through the same agonising scenario: panic – watch for his chest rising and falling; relief – sink into his armchair; guilt – for not spending every minute with him, for arguing with Caitlin, for having to leave the room for the loo, for Mum leaving us. For everything that wasn’t my fault. And for everything that is.

      The tears fall this time before I even notice the tell-tale sting of my eyelids. I sit there, clinging to Dad’s hand, my mind conjuring up desperate images of what it was like when Mum was still at home, when it was only the three of us, years before the accident that brought Caitlin to live here. I wish – more than anything – that I could go back to a time when the walls of life didn’t feel like they were caving in on me.

      My phone goes ‘bing’. Keeping an eye on Dad shifting under his sheets, I curse whoever it is sending me anything, and curse myself for having turned the sound back on. It’s not only because it disturbed Dad; the stupid thing has been going off all day and I haven’t had time to even open an email, never mind read any messages other than the vitriolic ones that Caitlin sent.

      I feel my eyes opening like saucers as I stare down at the phone screen.

      I know you. Well, hello. It’s playtime. Are you tempted to reply?

      What the hell is this?
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      It’s nothing.

      Who sends messages like that? I mean – really? What am I meant to do with it? I don’t recognise the number. I don’t know who this joker is, but someone thinking that it’s fine to strike up unsolicited conversations by sending random crap to single women is not a smooth manoeuvre. It’ll be someone picking a number for the sheer hell of it, seeing if they can provoke a response. Or some scammer. The thought of the latter makes the blood flow in fury through my veins. There’s no name, no context, no reason for me to take any notice at all. Is there?

      But of course, me being me, I begin letting loose my ever-spinning head loop of questions. Maybe I do know the sender of this message. Who have I offended recently – apart from everyone I live with, or used to live with, that is? That’s a given with Caitlin and Ryan. It seems that sisters and ex-husbands are my forte when it comes to generating animosity.

      Maybe someone’s trying to piss me off. That moaning student? Mrs Misery at the library, trying to catch me out with some pathetic catfishing so she can find an excuse to cancel my course and get me the sack? I don’t quite see her as having the guts to try full-on blackmail, somehow, but you never know. People do terrible things if they’re angry enough. Anyway, whoever they are, if they think I’m going to get freaked out or excited or develop any other feelings over one random, weird message, then can think again.

      Am I making a big deal over this one little thing? I do that a lot, nowadays.

      My finger is there, right over the ‘delete’ button. The ‘block’ button. But it’s not a dodgy message, is it? Someone’s mistake. I’m pretty sure it wasn’t meant for me. It’s probably just someone who got the number wrong. It happens. It could have been worse. At least I didn’t get some really personal text – someone’s bank details, or someone else’s sexy talk. Yeah, it could have been a lot worse than this. I mean, what is this? Nothing really.

      I click ‘delete’ and sit in silence next to Dad, whose face has wet rivers of tears running into the wrinkles, even while his eyes are closed. How long has he been getting upset? My insides turn and tangle. I’ve been too caught up in someone else’s rubbish to notice.

      There’s a stabbing in my stomach as Dad stirs. My words gag at the back of my mouth and I have to fight off the inability to speak. All I want to do is get wrapped in a cuddle. Instead, I stroke his forearm.

      ‘Hey. How was the vampire queen with the needle today? Get plenty, did she?’

      He opens his eyes; attempts a smile, but from nowhere it changes to anguish. His hand starts clawing into the air and I offer mine. His grip is strong, much stronger than I’ve felt for a long time.

      ‘I didn’t tell her, not about my little Lorelei. I won’t—’ The coughing starts. All my emotions congeal into one ball of fear as I grasp the oxygen mask and hold the back of his head while he gasps for air. I cling so tightly to his hand that I bring up one of those red patches on his skin where the blood escapes to the surface, and the guilt turns me into nothing more than a shell of a body, shrouded in remorse.

      It takes a while, but he settles again. He’s calmer now.

      ‘Megana?’

      ‘No, it’s not Caitlin, it’s Eva, Dad. It’s Lorelei.’ Those stupid middle names. Dad is using them more and more these days. Who would ever have thought that two brothers could have been so obsessed with gods and goddesses and all that mythological stuff that they picked two names for their children that we barely ever mention outside of these walls. I certainly don’t. For years I’ve avoided telling anyone that my middle name means ‘Siren’. And I don’t mean the loud, repetitive kind. Boys thinking you’re an easy lay and girls piercing you with jealous stares when you want to be left alone and wish life was normal. No thanks.

      ‘Lorelei? Ah. Ah… good girl. My beautiful girl. Where’s Megana?’

      ‘Caitlin’s gone out for a while. I think she’s gone to get something.’ I’m probably right. I don’t know who she’s getting it from, or where she’s gone to get it, but she can wash her own knickers, that’s a fact.

      Dad sinks back on his pillows. I watch his eyes close and his chest force itself up and down. It’s his pure strength of will that’s making him refuse to give in.

      ‘I’m going to make some scrambled eggs, Dad. Would you like some?’

      He gives me a jerked nod.

      ‘Be back as quick as I can.’ I force the button into his hand. ‘Press it if you want me. I’m only going to be in the kitchen.’

      I bend to kiss him, inhaling the smells of soap, remnants of the shampoo I used on his hair last night, and a lingering whiff of hospital disinfectant.

      The kitchen is a complete tip. Looks like I’m left with the mess to clear up – again. Still, it’s better than creating a mess and spending your life trying to pretend you didn’t make it.

      Is this really what my life has distilled down to? Cracking eggs, trying to sink the dread of seeing Mrs Cuthbertson again to the bottom of my thoughts, and staring at someone else’s filthy pots? Why are there so many dirty mugs? So much stuff to clean up, all the time, to keep repairing, pretending it’s all right.

      One of those dirty mugs is in my hand. The next moment, it’s smashing against the wall.

      I regret it the moment shards of pottery splay all over the work surface. That’s not how I behave anymore. I buried my impulsive, violent inclinations years ago, after the accident. It’s not the shock of seeing what I’ve just done that brings me out of my anger, though. It’s the phone, ‘binging’ at me.

      It’s fascinating to see you again.

      What the hell? What’s this? Is it the same number that the other message came from? Yes. What’s it mean – ‘to see you’? I’ve not seen anyone. I hardly ever see anyone. This absolutely must have been for someone else. It’s kind of cringy, embarrassing. It’s not my fault if someone’s got the wrong number, but it’s going to be a real pain if they keep messaging. Maybe I should let them know.

      They’re typing. The three dots are scrolling on the screen. Here we go, a second message in the same thread: I bet you deleted the first message I sent. So here it is again, with an added extra: I know you. Everything about you. It’s playtime. Are you tempted to reply?

      Okay, so that wasn’t a mistake. They meant to send it, whoever they are. But maybe they didn’t mean to send it to me. I’ll ignore it. They’ll get the hint if they never get an answer. Maybe they’ll actually check the number they’re sending messages to a bit more carefully.

      The buzzer goes off. I fly into the front room. Dad’s lying there, shaking.

      ‘I heard a noise.’

      ‘Yeah, it’s okay, Dad. I dropped something. No harm done.’ Relief and guilt mash together in goosebumps down my arms. ‘Your eggs are almost ready. I’ll do you a cuppa, too.’

      Caitlin would make a massive deal about the broken mug, if she was here. I shan’t tell her. No point in antagonising her when I know she’s as tired as I am. We both have frayed tempers, and I didn’t really mean to have a dig about her going out and enjoying herself for a while. She does plenty, covering for me when I’m not around, arranging with her office to have the architect’s drawings sent here so that she can work on the dining room table for the most part. It’s not ideal, but it’s functional. For now. I don’t want to talk about… what comes after.

      There’s no actual reason why Caitlin should pull her weight, really, when push comes to shove. She doesn’t have to stay. Not if she doesn’t want to. It was the accident that made her come here. Losing both parents – what was Dad meant to do? She’s his niece. Legally adopting her was the right thing. He’s always said so. She’s my little sister, and I love her. I love her for all the wrong reasons sometimes. I can’t think about what it was like, back then. I don’t want to. Why am I torturing myself with it? Everything feels unsettled today. I can’t explain why.

      Yes I can. Ryan.

      I juggle stirring the eggs with trying to get bread into the toaster and plates out of the cupboard.

      ‘Oh, sod it. Stop chasing him, woman.’ I can tell myself this as much as I like, but I want answers. I want something concrete. I dial Ryan’s number, picking the landline which I know has no answerphone. And I count. It takes nearly a minute and a half before he answers.

      ‘Hi. It’s me. I don’t know if you got that voice message that I left. I was wondering if… Is tomorrow night okay? It’s been weeks.’

      ‘Has it? Nah.’

      The soft tone of his voice makes my stomach flip. ‘Maybe not. Feels like it. It’s been a rough few days here. And Caitlin left without telling me what happened at the hospital. Still, Dad seems calm. His breathing is – well, normal. I guess. Sorry, you don’t need to hear all this.’

      I don’t know what the noise is in the background. Is he even paying full attention to what I’m saying? This had been one of the problems that had caused endless tension when we were together. No one else ever noticed the way he was often oblivious to what I was saying to him. Everyone loved him. Dad said he was good for me. Calm. Sensible.

      ‘Socks and sausages.’ I kind of spit the words down the phone.

      ‘Interesting combo. Is that what dinner your dad asked for? Hope you’re having something else more tasty.’

      ‘Sorry. Just testing. Checking. I mean, checking you’re… oh, never mind.’

      There’s a pause. He’s irritated now. I’m irritated now.

      ‘You sound all muffled, Eva. You at home?’

      ‘Yes. I’m cooking. You’re on speaker. You know what my phone’s like. Either that, or it’s your ears.’

      As soon as I say it, I wish I hadn’t. I don’t want him to take offence. To anything. I may as well chuck these eggshells onto the floor and tiptoe all over them.

      ‘I can’t do tomorrow, but Saturday night is fine with me. I’m free from about seven. And I’ll cook. In case you’ve got sock and sausage leftovers to bring round.’

      He listened to that, then? The grin he generates in me is short-lived, though. ‘Damn, I forgot to talk to Caitlin.’

      I’ll have to persuade Caitlin that I need an evening off. That it’s not fair that she should leave me with all the evening shifts with Dad. Sometimes, I hear her coming in at four or five in the morning. It wouldn’t be the first time that I’ve fallen asleep in Dad’s chair next to his bed, waiting for her. I pretend she’s not woken me. Hope that Dad won’t stir and start wheezing. Or worse.

      ‘I’m sure she can cover for you. I nipped over to see your dad earlier. We had a bit of a chat. I’ve been reading up on Zeus and all that guff. I think I impressed him.’

      A sound rips out my guts and my eardrums simultaneously. I run to grab the stool and upturning a wooden spoon that we keep on the shelf below the smoke alarm so I can frantically poke the button to shut it up. I yell above the screeching whine. ‘It’s all right, Dad. It was my toast. Your eggs are safe, promise.’

      As soon as I’ve scrambled to gag the stupid, temperamental alarm, I run to check Dad is okay. He looks at me. I roll my eyes and pull a face.

      He makes a minuscule gesture towards a shrug, but I see it. ‘When I’m better, I’ll fix that.’

      ‘I know you will, Dad.’ I can’t look at him. I know how much it hurts, spending his life with tools in his hand, twelve- and fourteen-hour days that he loved because it meant he got to make things in the garage by day, including all the furniture in this house. And then devoting all his spare energy to the family passion: the racing car. Pictures of the whole family in overalls, helmets, with trophies, still hang over the tools. But he can’t go in there anymore.

      All his lifetime’s effort almost reduced to nothing more than the grey smoke that’s still puffing out of the toaster. Because of me.

      The alarm beeps intermittently. I don’t know which gets under my skin the most, the reminder that I could have frightened Dad to death, or Ryan saying, ‘Still not got that alarm sorted out, then?’ I ignore the comment. I have to, or there’ll be another argument, and that’s not what I want.

      ‘You never told me you were coming to see Dad.’

      ‘You didn’t ask.’

      ‘Don’t say it – and I wasn’t there when you got here.’

      This had been the argument that had gone round and round in the last months of our marriage. I was never there for him. I was always round at our family home, instead of spending time with my husband. Well, that husband could have come with me. He could have understood that Dad couldn’t manage on his own, even then. He could have helped more. He could have mended that annoying smoke alarm he hates so much. Stop. Just stop. This conversation has gone round and round in my head for so long that I could recite it backwards.

      ‘Actually, I wasn’t going to say that. I knew you’d be at work. I thought he’d like a bit of male company before his appointment. I hope that was all right.’

      I relax a bit. ‘Yeah, of course it was all right. Thanks. Probably meant Caitlin could get on with a solid stint of work. She’s got a big job on at the moment. Was Dad awake?’

      ‘Some of the time.’

      I plate up the scrambled eggs – plain for Dad, and mine with toast and mustard mixed in the egg at the last minute. It was a little trick I learned from… from someone, a long time ago. I’ve never forgotten. I don’t forget. Not anything, more’s the pity.

      Bloody phone. I still haven’t caught up with all my emails. Why is it ‘binging’ again? I glance over at the screen.

      ‘Eva? Are you still there?’

      Another message stares back at me.

      ‘Um, yeah. Yeah, I’m still here. Ryan, I… erm, I need to go and eat. Spend some time with Dad while he’s still awake. At least, I hope he’s still awake. Scrambled eggs. That’s what he’s got. I told you already, I think. Sorry. Look, I’ve got to go, Ryan. Seven, on Saturday, yeah?’

      I barely listen to him, still saying something or other, as I hang up.

      The message sits there. I read it over and over: Aren’t you curious, Eva, about who I am? I know you are. Aren’t you?

      I stare at it. It’s not a mistake, then. No one who makes a mistake sending a text sends another one later, do they? One with my name in it. My name.

      I’m no longer hungry. Who the hell is it? And what do they want?
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      There have been no more messages. Days have gone by and whoever it is has sent nothing. Why not? Why did they send anything at all? That thought has been nagging me, hour upon hour, mainly to hide the bigger question that’s really bothering me: who the hell would have sent them?

      I don’t know what’s been wrong with Caitlin all day. At least she only took her temper out on me, and not on Dad. Not that she’s actually been at home that much. There are still nail marks in my palms, where I deflected my fury at her into myself. Releasing my temper is not the direction I want to go. The smashed mug was a wake-up call to rein it in. I get the shakes when I think about the pieces of pottery. And the times in the past, when anger has got the better of me. I can’t – won’t – think about it. Not now.

      I’ve managed to sort out my lesson plans for next week, and write a piece for submission to a creative writing magazine. I’ve even finished the story I started last Saturday. It drives me insane, having to wait a week to complete one.

      But Saturdays are ‘Dad and me time’. We watch TV when he’s awake, and we play a game. We have an old sugar caddy stuffed with cheap stamps from all over the world. I grab one at random, then he tells me what his favourite meal would be if he lived there, and then we try and figure out how I can make the closest thing, based on the ingredients we’ve got in the kitchen. And when he’s asleep, I write.

      Or, in the case of today, write half the time in some kind of focused frenzy to block out everything else, and then spend the rest of Dad’s nap time staring at a blank phone screen.

      ‘Must be nice to have a job that involves staring into space. Or are you grasping at your phone like that in case I nick it?’

      Why does Caitlin always have to pick a fight? My head is so preoccupied, I didn’t even hear her come into the house. She must have only been there a second or two. But her eyes are already on Dad.

      ‘When he’s better, Eva, we’ll go to Skegness. He loves that funny, tall clock on the seafront.’

      My phone screen flashes and my heart lands in between my tonsils. It’s nothing. Not…

      Caitlin’s dreamboat expression irritates me. I carve out divots in the fleshy part of my thumb with my recently filed nails as I glare at the phone. This time I can’t pretend to Caitlin. ‘There aren’t going to be any more trips to Skegness. We’ve got to face up to it. Look at him. I can’t bear it much longer. It’s not fair to him.’

      Her words fly back at me. ‘Don’t you say that. Don’t say it. He’s fine. The hospital says he’s fine.’

      ‘By whose standards, Caitlin?’

      ‘By mine.’ Her glare is razor sharp.

      The phone ‘bings’. My chest pounds. The dopamine hit and its aftermath flood me all at once. It’s an email, that’s all. I hold her gaze; place myself in the doorway; don’t give her a chance to ignore me or leave.

      ‘At some point we’ve got to have the conversation. You know that, don’t you? We’ll have to arrange how we’re going to deal with him when⁠—’

      ‘Stop. Just stop. Callous bitch. How can you even think about any of that?’

      ‘Because we have to. We have to deal with this together.’

      ‘Oh, sod off, can’t you? You’re off to play ‘happy not really families’ with your ex who doesn’t actually want you, aren’t you? Well go, then.’

      My blinking is fierce as I force back the tears. She won’t look at me. I know it means she’s doing it, too.

      ‘Look, if you really want to go out this evening…’ I don’t actually want to finish my feeble offer to stay at home. It’s my turn. And I don’t want her going out if she’s got stupid ideas like stealing something and selling it for dope. I don’t think she does that, but how do I know what she does? Or what time she’ll even come back, and that’s if she comes back tonight. She’s twenty-six at Christmas. She’s a big girl. But she’s so secretive. I remember having finished school for the holidays when she was born. She was the first baby I’d ever seen. In class, I’d made a lantern out of strips of coloured tissue paper and a toilet roll tube, and she kicked her legs when I swung it over her.

      I don’t want Caitlin bringing any trouble to Dad’s house. I want… What the hell do I want? I stare at my phone like a novice witch in a teenage film, trying to cast a spell on it; make the screen flash; make it do – what?
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      It smells good when I arrive at Ryan’s place. This is only the fifth time I’ve been here – and one of those was to hand over some letter from his solicitor which had crossed in the post between his moving out and notifying people of his change in address. I think I’d wanted to show him I was managing fine without him. After all the pain and the heartache, it’s felt more comfortable being in a public setting while we’ve been working on seeing how rekindling things is working out. At least, that’s what I think we’ve been doing. But being in his home is a step up.

      He’s kind, polite; he serves me a fancy pasta dish that I can’t pronounce. I don’t know where he’s learned to cook that. It’s all good. We’re getting along well. We even wash up like we used to. It’s all very placid. Non-committal. I hesitate to use the word ‘boring’.

      ‘Am I staying all evening?’ I hook my fingers into the belt loops on his jeans. ‘I don’t fancy walking home in the dark.’

      ‘It’s winter. Well, kind of. Almost. It’s been dark for hours. And you drove. Your car is outside. But what kind of a responsible adult would I be if I let you drive home after consuming most of that first bottle of wine, let alone the second?’

      He flings the tea towel on the draining board, and turns to me. His fingers trace the shape of my waistband and snake up my back. ‘Eva…’ His hand remaining there, he pulls us from the kitchen, into the living room. Okay, so things are looking promising, despite us not really talking about anything in great depth. Except Dad. And me going on about Caitlin.

      ‘You got a new computer? That thing’s a monster.’ I don’t know why I feel the need to divert attention from where his hands are going. Or what he was about to say. But he stops what he’s doing and beams at the computer like he’s won first prize in an international competition.

      ‘Yeah, it’s specifically for gaming. You know I always wanted one. Which reminds me, I’ve got something I need to finish off. Won’t take long. Why don’t you sit here, with this wine, and I’ve bought you those crisps you like.’

      Looks like I’ve got no choice. ‘I’m happy to do that. Then, maybe we can talk about you and me. About how we’re… What we are.’

      ‘You can put the TV on if you want. I won’t be too long. Unless – oh, the devious shits. Look what they’ve done to my village. And someone’s nicked my pirate ship.’

      Why does he always do this? Why is there always a reluctance to discuss what could be our future? I get that he wanted space. I do. I know my reticence to have kids made our lives difficult. But why bother telling me I could come here if this is what he’s going to do all evening? He doesn’t need any kids; he is one. I could put a brick through that computer screen, and strangle whichever one of his online mates he’s shooting a goblin gang or pixie farmers or alien robot with this time.

      He could make things a little easier, even by playing ‘pretend’ with me. Or, better still, be honest for once and say that I come second to everything else in his life. Being here feels like I’m faced with a giant slip-slide and, if I sit at the top, before long I’m going to be careering down, with no control over how fast or slow I’m going, or where I’m going to be when I come out the other end.

      Multi-coloured creatures jump around under his command on the screen. Even they’ve got more clue about what’s happening than I do.

      ‘Are you actually my partner, Ryan? Are we back together? What’s going on in your head?’ I grab the joystick thing – whatever it is – and watch his face darken to the expression of a five-year-old who wants to slap his mother for taking away his toys.

      ‘I nearly had the king then.’

      ‘I don’t give a flying monkey’s whatnot about what you nearly had. I want to know what we have, right now. I want you to talk to me. I don’t know what I dare tell you. I don’t know if it sinks in. Maybe I’m rushing this “getting back together” thing. I don’t know because you won’t communicate.’

      ‘That’s a bit unfair. You’re stressed. I’m giving you space. Your dad⁠—’

      ‘Excuses. Again. Can’t you stop what you’re doing and actually spend time with me? I’m grateful you cooked. Thank you. But I thought that we’d be – you know.’

      ‘Oh, did you?’ He stands up, so slowly that I feel like I’m living it out in slow motion, and grabs me by both hands, just as my phone goes ‘bing’.

      ‘I’d better answer that. Could be Caitlin.’

      His shoulders visibly stiffen and his cheeks develop a flush. But his sexual frustrations aren’t on my mind right now. My eyes want to bolt out of my head.

      Message: What kind of games do you like to play, Eva? I know exactly what you like. I’m ready to play. Are you?
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      ‘Is it Caitlin? What does she want?’ Ryan’s gaze is boring into me.

      I force my face into expressionless mode. ‘No. It’s nothing. Work, that’s all.’

      ‘Bit late, isn’t it? Do you need to answer it?’

      Heat scalds my cheeks. ‘No. It’s fine.’ I pull doe eyes at him. ‘I’d rather go to bed.’ I need something – anything – to take my mind off that message.

      Everything seems to be happening without me being really here, really real: me, turning off the computer; the bottle of wine in my hand; leading him up the stairs; ending up in the bed, somehow. I reach out, desperate to feel close to him, needing the heat of his skin pressing onto mine to find the connection we once had.

      And then everything comes back into hard focus. His kiss lands somewhere at the side of my nose. ‘Night, Eva. I’ve got an early start in the morning. And you’ve had a lot of wine to drink. Need to head out by six. You won’t mind leaving by then, will you?’

      He rolls over, pulling the duvet with him. I chase him across the bed, wrapping my arm around his body. But he could be a sack of cement, lying there in his t-shirt. Maybe he’s regretting all of this, not that we’ve actually done anything. At all. Maybe he doesn’t want to touch me. Maybe he’s lying there, thinking about how it ended before.

      Or maybe he’s not. A string of soft snores hangs in the air.

      I don’t sleep. What did I think I was doing? Why did I have the stupidity to think this time would be any different to the countless times in the last few years? Only, then, I’d have been wide awake, wondering how I could ever make him understand that I don’t want to have kids. Not now. Then it would start: ‘Not with me, you mean.’ And I’d fend off the words, and try to stop him looking hurt by doing what a wife can do to pacify their husband in bed when he’s hurt and angry. But, when I’d finished, he’d say, ‘You always seem to be somewhere else, Eva. In your head. I don’t know where. I don’t know what goes on in your mind. But you never seem to be in the room with me.’

      I lay here, now, staring at his back, then at the ceiling, as the moonlight seeps in through cracks in the Venetian blind and leaves the room a ghostly blue, like nightmares containing only emptiness.

      My phone is in silent mode, but it lights up, leaving shadows scudding across the walls, chasing the nightmares. Instinct makes me pick it up.

      You’re in need of someone to play with. Someone exactly like you. So you can be yourself. The true you, unfettered, uncensored. Do you want to play? Will you?

      There’s no way I can close my eyes now. I lay there, the body in bed with me emitting a rhythmic pattern of snores. A faceless body, turned away from me. My eyes hurt from reading the message repeatedly, as it invades the privacy of the bedroom and glows directly at me, in the dark.

      I sit up, for ages, the phone in my hand, waiting for the first streaks of daylight to invade the room and send the moonlight packing. But there’s only the pitch black of a winter that has crept upon me, and the grim notion that it makes everything harsher.

      When I look at the time, it’s 5.15a.m. I get out of bed and begin shovelling my clothes back on. Ryan’s shoulder blades shift under the fabric that kept me away from him all night. There’s a small moan. His head appears from under the duvet, his face grimacing, even without the threat of imminent sunlight.

      I don’t look at him as I speak. ‘Right, I’m gonna go now. Then you won’t have to worry about hoofing me out, hoping I’ll hurry up and leave.’ Okay, that sounded resentful. I try and heed Nicole’s conversations. I should at least attempt to implement the strategies she gives me in our therapy sessions. ‘I mean, you’ll be able to concentrate on getting ready for work. Meeting, is it? This morning? On a
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