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The boxes were taking longer than she'd expected. Three months of her mother's life, or the parts of it that could be reduced to cardboard and tape. Claire had been at it since Maisie started school that morning, and by the time the light changed and she heard the gate, she'd done the spare room and the bathroom cabinet and made no start at all on the bedroom.

Maisie came in the way she always came in — drop of the schoolbag, wrong hook, and through to the kitchen before Claire had time to say anything about either.

"What's for dinner?"

"I was thinking pasta."

"The kind with the stuff in it?"

"The kind with whatever's in the fridge."

Maisie accepted this and opened said fridge with the proprietorial confidence she'd developed over the six weeks they'd been here. She pulled out the ketchup and set it on the table.

"That goes in the fridge," Claire said.

"Gran used to keep it on the table."

"Gran kept everything on the table." Claire found the pasta. "Gran also kept a decorative cat made of seashells in the front window for twenty years."

Maisie looked at the cat on the windowsill, which was still there because Claire hadn't yet decided what to do with it. "I like that cat."

"You would."

The pasta water took a while to boil. Claire stood at the cooker while Maisie worked through her school diary at the table, occasionally reading questions aloud that she seemed to expect Claire to solve without being given the full problem. The rain that had been threatening since morning began then, tapping against the back window over the sink.

The house sounded different in rain. She'd forgotten that. The particular weight of water on the flat roof of the extension, the way it amplified the silence in the rooms above.

"Mam."

"Yeah."

"Is there any ketchup?"

"It's on the table. Right in front of you."

Maisie found it and applied it with the focus of someone performing surgery. Claire drained the pasta.

They ate mostly in the way they'd been eating for the past six weeks, which was with the specific efficiency of two people who have learned to be alone together and are finding it, mostly, all right. Maisie talked about school. Something about a girl called Sinéad and something that may or may not have been a theft. Claire followed approximately sixty percent of it.

At some point Maisie finished eating and pushed her plate toward the centre of the table. Claire had been meaning to address this for months.

"Can you not—"

"Don't let the dark in with you."

Maisie said it the way you'd say pass the salt. Eyes down. Fork still in hand. No emphasis.

"What?"

Maisie looked up. "What?"

"What did you just say?"

"When?"

"Just now."

Maisie looked at her with the particular expression she got when she thought Claire was inventing a problem. "I didn't say anything."

Claire looked at her for a moment. Then she turned back to the sink.

"You did," she said. But quietly, without conviction, and Maisie had already moved on to something else.

* * *
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Later, after Maisie was in bed, Claire sat at the kitchen table with a cup of tea she'd stopped drinking when it was still hot. The rain had eased. The seashell cat observed the empty road from the windowsill.

She turned the phrase over.

It was her mother's. Specifically her mother's — not in the sense that she had invented it, but in the sense that she had used it in a way that was particular to her, the same cadence every time, the same slight pull on the word dark. Said every night when Claire came in from somewhere, whether she was eight or eighteen. Said without irony, without drama, as if it were an ordinary instruction. Don't let the dark in with you. Close the door properly. Leave whatever's out there outside.

Maisie had never heard it.

Her mother had been gone before Maisie was two, and the visits before that had been rare and brief, and she had never — Claire was certain of this, not almost certain but certain — she had never said it to Maisie. There had been no reason to.

She picked up her phone and put it back down.

There was an explanation. There were many explanations. Children picked things up that you didn't remember saying. She might have said it herself, once, reflexively, the way you inherit language from your parents without noticing. Maisie might have heard it somewhere — television, another child's house, any number of places.

She would have said it exactly like that, though. That cadence. That specific pull on the word dark.

Claire rinsed her cup and went upstairs. She looked in on Maisie, who was deeply, thoroughly asleep in the way of children who have no reason not to be.

She stood in the doorway for longer than she needed to.

Then she closed the door quietly and went to bed.
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She woke before the alarm again.

The house was doing something it had been doing since they arrived — a low intermittent knocking from somewhere in the wall behind the radiator, which had turned out to be the boiler pressurising overnight and meant nothing, but which her brain kept registering in the grey space between sleep and proper wakefulness as something that needed attention. She lay still for a minute listening to it. Rain against the window. The distant sound of a lorry on the main road. Somewhere outside, a gull.

The heating came on at half seven. By the time she heard Maisie's feet on the landing she was already in the kitchen with the kettle boiled and the cereal out, which she told herself was efficiency and which she knew was something else.

"Is there any banana?"

"In the bowl."

"The spotty ones are yours."

"The spotty ones are the good ones." Claire poured the tea. "Have you got PE today?"

Maisie was reading the back of the cereal box, which she had apparently been reading every morning for six weeks without exhausting the material. "I don't know."

"Check your bag."

"After."

Claire watched her. She was doing this — she'd caught herself doing it yesterday, and the day before that — watching Maisie eat with a kind of low continuous attention that wasn't fear exactly but wasn't comfortable either. Maisie ate cereal. Maisie read the box. Maisie was unchanged, ordinary, entirely herself. She had Conor's mouth when she concentrated — that particular compression of the lips — and Claire usually found this difficult to look at but this morning it was nearly a relief.

She'd almost asked three times already. She knew how it would sound. Did you say something at dinner last night? And Maisie would look at her the way she'd looked at her last night — that adult, slightly wearied patience — and say she hadn't said anything, and that would be that. Which was fine. That was the correct ending to it. She'd misheard something. Her mother's voice was still physically alive in her own memory and therefore audible in certain registers and she'd projected it onto something Maisie said, and that was a comprehensible if slightly alarming thing for a grieving person to do, and she would not mention it.

"You're staring," Maisie said without looking up from the box.

"I'm not staring."

"You're doing the looking thing."

"The looking thing."

"When you look but you're not looking at anything." Maisie turned the cereal box to show Claire the back panel, which appeared to contain a maze. "I've done this one."

"Good for you."

"There are seventeen dead ends."

"I believe you." Claire sat down. "PE kit's in the hot press if you need it."

The school run was the same as every other morning. Rain soft on the windscreen. The narrow road down past the church and the credit union and through the main street and left at the roundabout that had gone in three years ago and still surprised her, to the national school gate where Maisie got out with the specific detachment of children who have decided that morning goodbyes are unnecessary. Claire watched her go through the gate without looking back and pulled out into traffic and drove home.

She said it aloud somewhere on the road past the industrial estate.

She didn't decide to. It just came out, the same way you find yourself humming something.

Don't let the dark in with you.

And there it was immediately — that pull on dark, the small elongation of the vowel, the rhythm her mother had given it. She'd had it in her own mouth the whole time. It had been in her. It had come from her without her awareness and she had not recognised it as something she said until Maisie had said it and made it strange.

Which meant she had said it. At some point she'd said it around Maisie and forgotten, and Maisie had absorbed it the way children absorb language — below the level of conscious uptake — and reproduced it without knowing she was reproducing anything at all.

That was the explanation.

It should have made her feel better. She turned on the radio and drove the rest of the way home in the knowledge that it should have made her feel better.

She needed bin bags. She needed dishwasher tablets. She needed batteries for the clock in the hallway and she needed to stop at the supermarket anyway, which she had already known when she left the house, and the walk down the household goods aisle was entirely incidental to the purpose of the shopping.

The recorder was on a peg between a set of kitchen scales and a card of those hooks you put on the back of doors. Digital voice recorder. Forty hours recording time. USB playback. €17.99. The kind of thing you bought if you had meetings you needed to transcribe, or if you needed to record a lecture, or if you found yourself standing in the household goods aisle of a supermarket at half eight in the morning trying to work out whether you were saying things to your daughter in your sleep.

She held it in her hand for a moment.

She put it back on the peg.

She picked it up again and put it in the basket under the batteries.

It was only so she'd know. That was all it was. She said things without noticing — she'd just proved that to herself — and she wanted to know what else she said, in case she was unsettling Maisie without meaning to. That was a reasonable thing for a parent to want. She was not recording ghosts. She was recording herself, to determine whether she was the source of something she didn't remember doing.

She paid at the self-checkout and didn't look at the girl at the service desk who might or might not have glanced at the recorder and thought anything about it, and drove home.

The house was different without Maisie.

She'd known this theoretically — she'd been here alone before, when Maisie was at school and she was working, or on the weekends Maisie spent with Conor — but this was the first time she'd noticed it as a specific quality. The house had a texture when it was empty. The heating had clicked off by the time she got back, and the kitchen held the residual warmth of the morning in a way that felt almost careful, like something trying not to disturb. The sound the refrigerator made was louder than she remembered. Upstairs, the temperature shift from the heating going on and off expanded something in the floorboards — she'd googled this at two in the morning, the specific terminology, the physics of it — and the result was a faint rhythmic settling, irregular enough to be almost attentive.

She was aware of listening.

She left the recorder on the kitchen counter while she made more tea, turning it on with the same ease she'd use to play music — this isn't a big thing, this is just a thing I'm doing — and then she brought her tea to the front room and went back to the boxes.

She was in the third box before she stopped thinking about it. The boxes had a way of demanding attention: not emotionally, not at first, but practically. Her mother had kept things in a way that defeated category. A birthday card from 1994 filed between a VAT receipt from a garden centre and a folded page from the RTE Guide. A dental appointment reminder underneath a copy of a school play programme from 1989, Claire's name listed in the cast as Third Villager, which she'd completely forgotten. She sat on the floor with the box open and sorted things into three piles: keep, bin, consider. The keep pile was larger than she'd intended it to be. The bin pile had a single VAT receipt in it.

The parish newsletter was from 2019. Her mother had circled the choir schedule in biro, and written in the margin — not a word, just a small mark, the way she used to annotate things — a dash and a question mark. What she'd been questioning wasn't clear. Claire put it in the consider pile.

The recipe cards were in a small box within the box, elastic-banded together, and she opened them and found the handwriting — her mother's handwriting, that particular backward-slanting looping script, the letters well-formed in a way that suggested a Christian Brothers' schooling in the fifties when penmanship was taken seriously — and felt the specific physical discomfort of the recently bereaved encountering evidence that a person had continued to exist right up until they stopped. Her mother had been alive when she wrote these. She'd been standing in that kitchen on a day that felt like any other.

She put the recipe cards in the keep pile and kept going.

The note was near the bottom. Not a full sheet of paper — a torn corner, the kind you pulled off the back of an envelope when you needed something to write on quickly. A shopping list. Bread. Milk. Lemons. Mushrooms. Parmesan. At the top, underlined, before the list:

Annie's visit —

Just that. The beginning of a sentence she'd never finished, or the label for the list, or a reminder to herself. Before the items: Annie's visit. Her mother's handwriting. Her mother's name for her.

She stayed with it longer than she'd intended.

She knew the name. She'd grown up with it. It wasn't a revelation. But something about seeing it in the handwriting — that same backward slope, that careful formation — in the middle of an ordinary shopping list, was different from having it in her memory. Her mother had been alive when she wrote it. She'd been thinking about Claire visiting. She'd been planning what to cook. She'd written Annie's visit at the top of a piece of torn envelope the same way you wrote anything — quickly, without ceremony, because she said that name so often she'd stopped hearing how private it was.

Claire put the note carefully in the keep pile.

She went back to the boxes. The recorder continued on the kitchen counter.

She heard herself on the playback before she registered what she was doing.

She'd rewound it without quite deciding to, standing at the counter making tea, thumb moving the slider back almost as a reflex — the same way you check your phone without meaning to. Her own footsteps, the boiler settling, the clink of the mugs. She'd been moving around the kitchen and she hadn't noticed herself humming, a few bars of something, unidentifiable, just the idle functioning of a brain that needed to fill space. She could hear the box being opened in the front room. Paper sounds. The elastic band.

She rewound again and listened to herself humming and thought: there it is, that's what I wanted to know, and went to lift the kettle.

The voice was very quiet.

From somewhere in the recording, a few minutes after she'd gone into the front room — background, ambient, underneath the box and paper sounds — a voice said: Claire.

Not loud. Not distorted. Not stretched or slowed or given any of the treatments that would make it feel like a signal. It was simply there, matter-of-fact, the way someone would say a name when they'd just thought of something they meant to ask. Quiet. A room away.

She stood with the kettle in her hand.

She played it back.

The box sounds. The paper. The humming, faintly. Then the quiet from the front room. Then: Claire.

She played it back again.

The quiet from the front room. Then something — a word, or something like a word, brief, indistinct. Or indistinct now. She'd heard it clearly before. She played it back again. Now she wasn't certain if it was Claire or something else — a sound from outside, a creak she'd misheard, audio resolving itself into language the way audio did when you listened to it repeatedly expecting to hear something. Pareidolia of the ear.

She played it back again.

She checked the back door. The windows in the kitchen. She went upstairs and checked the landing and Maisie's room and her own room and the bathroom, which had a window she'd left slightly open and which she now closed. Downstairs again. The front room, the hall. She stood in the hall and listened to the house, which gave her the refrigerator and the drip from the kitchen tap and the distant gulls and nothing else.

Maisie came in at half three and immediately complained about the temperature and dropped her schoolbag on the wrong hook and wanted to know if they had any biscuits, and ordinary life resumed with the abruptness it always had, and Claire made toasties and Maisie talked about school and the afternoon moved the way afternoons move.

She lay in bed that night and listened to the house settle.

The recorder was on the bedside locker. Charged, labelled in her phone — Tues, house, because she was already labelling them, apparently — and she wasn't sure when that had become a practice rather than a single occurrence, but it had.

She was not recording ghosts. She was recording whether she called out Claire in an empty house without remembering it, whether she sleepwalked and spoke and had no knowledge of it, whether there was something she was doing that explained what she'd heard. That was what the recorder was for. It was a piece of evidence she was collecting about herself.

She closed her eyes.

The voice had been very quiet. It had been very ordinary.

She played it back once more in her head, and once more it resolved into something clear, and once more it didn't.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

THREE

[image: ]


She lay still for several minutes before getting up, listening to the house settle and watching the ceiling lighten and not thinking about the recorder, which meant she was thinking about it continuously.

She'd replayed it four times in the night, at intervals she'd tried not to track. Each time she'd heard something different. Or the same thing differently. At three in the morning she'd been certain enough that she'd lain awake for an hour composing explanations, none of which fully held. By half six she was uncertain again, which was not better.

She got up.

The morning was cold and clear, frost on the grass outside, the sky doing the particular pale blue thing it did after rain had stopped and the clouds hadn't arrived yet. Maisie was already at the kitchen table when Claire came down, which meant she'd overslept slightly, which meant Maisie had been awake longer than she should have been and would be impossible by three o'clock.

"You're down early," Claire said.

"I couldn't sleep."

"What's the matter?"

"Nothing." Maisie had the cereal box again. "Why were you talking downstairs?"

Claire stopped at the kettle.

"When?"

"Last night." Maisie was reading something on the back panel. "I heard you."

Claire turned the kettle on. "What time?"

"I don't know. Night time."

"I wasn't downstairs last night."

Maisie looked up briefly and returned to the box. "You were talking quietly." Not accusing. Simply reporting. The complete indifference of children to the impossibility of what they've just said.

"What was I saying?"

"Couldn't hear." She turned the box to read the side. "Were there biscuits in that tin?"

Claire opened the tin and found two Rich Teas, which were technically biscuits. "Here." She put them on the table. "I wasn't downstairs, Maisie. I was in bed."

Maisie accepted this with a shrug. Children can hold contradictions without difficulty — they know adults are sometimes wrong about where they've been, the same way they're sometimes wrong about what they said. She ate her cereal. Claire stood at the counter waiting for the kettle and trying to remember whether she had been downstairs.

She had not been downstairs. She was certain of this. She'd woken twice: once at three, once at half four. She'd lain in bed both times. She had not walked anywhere. She had not spoken.

Which meant Maisie had heard something.

Or Maisie had dreamed it, which was more likely, and which Claire held onto carefully on the drive to school, both children on board — her own certainty and Maisie's dream — and parcelled it away with the rest of the things that needed parking until she had time to think about them properly.

She drove home with the radio off.

She was not someone who sleepwalked. She had never been someone who sleepwalked. Grief did things to sleep architecture — she'd read this, not specifically looking for it, encountered it in passing — disrupted the transitions between stages, created confusions. She was three months out from her mother's death and eight months out from the end of her marriage and she was functioning, she was fine, she was more or less fine, and it was plausible that the functioning was costing her something in the night without her awareness. That was a plausible thing.

She parked in the driveway and sat for a moment before going in.

The house looked exactly like itself. Pebbledash. The small front garden her mother had kept in tulip bulbs and never got around to replanting after the last summer. The window of the front room with the seashell cat. She'd forgotten to take him off the windowsill again.

She went inside.

She had two hours of work to get through before lunch — an archive digitisation job she'd picked up through a county library service, which turned out to involve transferring a series of recorded interviews from the 1980s onto modern formats. Local history material: farmers talking about agricultural practices, an elderly woman describing her life in service, a retired schoolteacher reading two of his own poems. Forty-three tapes of varying quality, most of which needed substantial cleaning before the audio was usable.

She put her headphones on and opened the software.

This was the part of the work she found easiest and, on good days, absorbing — the forensic attention of it, isolating signal from noise, pulling voices forward from the hiss and rumble of old cassette tape. She'd done it long enough that the vocabulary was physical: she could hear the specific frequencies where speech lived, feel the texture of interference, the difference between room noise and wind noise and the soft grey static of tape degradation. There was a satisfaction to it, the incremental revelation of what had been there all along but buried.

She cleaned three interviews before lunch. The schoolteacher was clearest. The farmer had a radio playing somewhere in the background and there was a dog at intervals. The woman who'd been in service spoke so quietly that Claire had to boost the high mids aggressively and accept some artifact, but the voice emerged, patient and dry, telling her about the family she'd worked for in some detail and with considerable but carefully contained judgment.

She ate lunch at her desk and then put her headphones on and opened last night's recording.

She told herself this was continuous with the work she'd been doing. The same skills, the same software. Different material.

She rewound it to the relevant section and listened through her headphones for the first time rather than through the phone speaker.

The quality difference was significant. Through the headphones she could hear things the phone had obscured — the depth of the room tone, the low-frequency presence of the house's mechanical life, the specific acoustic quality of the kitchen ceiling. She heard herself moving. She heard the box in the front room, the paper, the elastic band, the occasional percussive sound of stacking something against the wall. She heard herself humming — a few bars of something she still couldn't identify — and felt a small embarrassed warmth at having it documented.

She cleaned the file slowly, listening back in short passes.

Twelve minutes in.

There was something before the voice.

She hadn't heard it through the phone. Through the headphones, at this level, it emerged from the room tone the way the woman's voice had emerged from the tape hiss — not clear, not clean, but present. She rewound. Listened again.

The house noise. Her footsteps from the front room, distant. Then, before the voice said Claire — something she had no category for.

Two sounds. Brief. Low. Occupying different frequencies than the room tone.

She listened to it five times. Six. Seven.

It had the shape of turn-taking. Not words — nothing she could isolate and read back as language. But the rhythm of it, the distribution across two registers, the brief alternation: it was arranged the way a conversation is arranged. Two people. The architecture of reply.

She sat back.

She took the headphones off. Put them back on. Listened again.

It remained itself. Not louder or clearer. Not resolving into words. Just the pattern — that subtle, maddening arrangement of sound that her brain kept insisting had a shape.

She opened a new document.

Tues 22 Oct. Kitchen, ~2hrs running. 12 mins in. Before 'Claire' — possible additional voice? Low freq. Turn-pattern. Could be plumbing. Could be outside. Check.

She stared at it. Added: Does not resolve on repeat. Less certain, not more.

She labelled a new tab: WED recording — kitchen.

She had not recorded anything on Wednesday. Not yet.

Her mother had talked to herself. Claire remembered this now without looking for it — her mother standing at the cooker with the radio on, annotating her own actions in a low running commentary that wasn't meant to be heard. Right. Onions first. Where's the— And then the absent opening and closing of the drawer nearest the cooker, the one that stuck unless you lifted it slightly, the one Claire had opened ten thousand times and could feel the resistance of in her hand right now.

She wondered if she did it too. She must do it to some extent — she'd heard herself humming on the recording without any memory of it. The body does things. The mouth does things.

Maisie had said: You were talking quietly.

Her mother had talked to herself. And maybe Claire talked to herself in the way she'd inherited her mother's cadence, her mother's vocabulary, her mother's phrase — and maybe she said things aloud without noticing, and maybe Maisie had heard them, and maybe the recorder had caught the same, and the second pattern in the audio was her own voice from another room, bounced off the ceiling differently, unrecognisable in its own reflection.

Maybe.

She looked at the document.

Does not resolve on repeat.

She made tea and worked through the afternoon.

The evening was ordinary until it wasn't.

Maisie was doing something at the kitchen table that involved scissors and an empty kitchen roll tube, which was either school project or invention and either way required a clear area and periodic assistance. Claire cooked while this occurred. The radio was on. She'd stopped noticing when she put the radio on; it was just on now, as a matter of course, filling the acoustic space.

She was dicing an onion, not thinking about anything in particular, when Maisie said: "Gran used to talk to herself."

Claire put the knife down.

"Did she."

"Like you." Not comparative. Just: informative. "In the kitchen."

Claire turned around. Maisie was fitting the tube to something with the particular focus of construction. "What do you mean like me?"

"Just talking. Like you do." She looked up. "You do it too."

"When did you hear Gran doing it?"

"In the kitchen."

"This kitchen?"

Maisie looked at her briefly, then back to the project. "Yeah."

"When was that, Maisie?"

"Before."

Claire waited. Before hung in the kitchen for a moment with the smell of the onion.

"Before when?"

But Maisie had assembled the thing with the tube and was holding it up to determine whether it worked as a tube or as part of something else, and the conversational thread had already been dropped with the indifference of someone who'd never understood why she'd been asked to hold it in the first place.

Claire turned back to the cooker.

Before.

Maisie had been eighteen months old when her mother died. The visits here — the visits to this house — had been rare before that. One Christmas that Claire could reconstruct from photographs. A week one summer when Maisie was perhaps a year old. She had no clear memory of being in this kitchen with both her mother and Maisie at the same time. It was possible. It may have happened and Claire may not have been in the room. Her mother and Maisie, in this kitchen, her mother talking to herself at the cooker.

Before.

Possible. Not impossible.

She finished the onions.

She labelled the recording before she went up.

WED — kitchen/upstairs. 23 Oct.

The precision of it was new — not just the date now, but the location split, the disambiguation. She looked at the label for a moment. Set the recorder on the counter near the kitchen door, where it would capture both rooms and the hallway if she left both doors open, which she did.

She went upstairs.

She stood on the landing for a moment, listening.

The pipes were quieter tonight. The boiler had cut out an hour ago. Through the wall she could hear the television from next door — not the programme, just the presence of it, the particular dense hum of broadcast. Maisie's breathing was audible through the slightly open door, deep and regular.

The house was quiet.

She stood on the landing listening to it, and understood for the first time that she could not tell whether the sounds she was listening for were sounds that were happening or sounds she was waiting to happen. The two things had started to occupy the same space in her attention. Listening had become expectation had become something closer to invitation, and she had not noticed it becoming any of those things, and she was not sure now whether she could stop.

She went to bed.
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She came out of the dream in fragments.

Kitchen light, but from an angle she didn't recognise — the afternoon angle, long and lateral, when the sun reached the west-facing wall and turned the room briefly gold. Someone in the next room: the specific quality of presence that didn't announce itself. Her mother's coat on the hook by the back door. That detail was very clear. The blue one, with the collar her mother always turned up. Hanging on the hook where it had hung for thirty years, where it still hung because Claire hadn't moved it.

She woke in her own bed. Dark. The house settling.

Her first thought was the recorder.

She lay still for a moment registering this: that the recorder downstairs had entered her awareness before the dream had fully released her. Before she'd checked the time or oriented herself properly. She was already, without deciding to be, thinking about what it might have caught.

She checked the time. Half six. She lay there until the alarm.

The morning went badly in small, manageable ways.

She burned the toast and didn't notice until the smell reached her at the table, by which time the bread was beyond salvage. She poured the wrong juice. She couldn't find Maisie's PE kit and spent four minutes opening and closing the same three doors before remembering it was in the hot press, which she had known when she'd packed it away two days ago and which her brain had simply declined to retrieve. She stood in the hall staring at the hot press shelves with the specific exhaustion of someone who has been awake inside sleep all night.

Maisie appeared at the top of the stairs.

"Did you find it?"

"Yeah. Here." She held up the kit. "Toast is burned."

"I know. I can smell it from upstairs."

They ate cereal and didn't discuss the toast. Maisie was on the cereal box again, which Claire was beginning to believe she must find genuinely interesting, or was using as social management — something to look at so she didn't have to address whatever was going on with her mother's face.

"You're doing the looking thing," Maisie said without looking up.

"I know." Claire drank her tea. "Sorry."

"It's all right." She turned the box. "Why are you tired?"

"Didn't sleep great."

"Because of the sounds?"

Claire put her mug down. "What sounds?"

Maisie shrugged. "The house sounds."

"The house makes sounds. It's an old house." She kept her voice level. "Does the house keep you awake?"

"No." She turned the box again. "It's fine. It's just old-house sounds."

She said it in exactly the tone Claire used, which meant it was something Claire had said to her at some point, probably in the first week, probably in the voice of reassurance. The house has sounds. It's an old house. It's fine.

Maisie believed it.

Claire had believed it.

She waited until she heard the bathroom tap running before she picked up the recorder.

She stood at the kitchen table with it in her hand and scrolled back through the night, watching the waveform for activity. The recording showed what it had shown the night before: room tone, low-level mechanical noise, occasional settling sounds. She'd expected nothing.

The spike in the waveform at 02:13 was unmistakable.

She put her headphones in and pressed play.

She knew her own footsteps. Not abstractly — specifically. She'd grown up in this house, had memorised its acoustic grammar without knowing she was doing it, and when the recording produced the particular creak of the third step from the bottom, followed by the broader resonance of the landing, she felt her body understand what she was hearing before her brain had finished the sentence. Her footsteps. Her weight on the stairs, the specific gait of someone not entirely awake.

Then the kitchen.

The tile-floor acoustics, which were different from the wooden hall. The soft sound of a hand finding the counter in the dark. A chair. The particular sound of a wooden chair drawn back on tile, not scraped, just adjusted — someone sitting down, or pulling something toward them. Then quiet.

Then, in the quiet, a voice said: You left the door open.

She stood at the kitchen table with her headphones in and replayed the sentence three times, standing very still.

The cadence was not her mother's clearly. She would not have said: that was her mother's voice. But something in the way it was delivered — the flat declarative, the mild reproach, the sense of someone saying a thing they'd said many times before — activated a recognition she didn't know how to name. It landed on her physically, in her chest, before she understood it. Then she understood it and wished she hadn't.

The recording also contained, at 02:13, thirty seconds of Claire's movements through her own kitchen. Her footsteps. Her hand on the counter. Her chair.

She had no memory of any of it.

She took the headphones out.

The chair she was standing next to was not quite where she'd left it the previous evening. She knew where she'd left it — she'd been specific about it, unconsciously, after the recorder had been placed on the table — and the chair had moved. Not dramatically. Slightly rotated, slightly further from the table edge. The kind of displacement that happened when someone sat down and pushed back when they stood up.

Claire stood in the kitchen for a moment. Her mouth was very dry. There was a coldness in her chest that had nothing to do with the temperature.

Upstairs, the bathroom tap was still running.

She went through the house. The back door: locked. She checked it twice. The front door: locked. The windows in the kitchen, the front room, the hall. All closed. She went upstairs briefly, checked the bathroom window, the window in her bedroom, Maisie's window. All closed.

Nothing was wrong. Nothing was visibly, demonstrably, specifically wrong. A chair had moved. A recording existed that she had no corresponding memory for.

She went back downstairs and opened her notebook.

02:13 — movement captured. Stairs. Kitchen. Chair. Phrase: "You left the door open." No recall. Back door checked 07:18 — locked. Chair approx 8cm displaced from previous position.

She looked at what she'd written. Added: My footsteps. My weight.

Then she put the notebook in the kitchen drawer and called upstairs that it was time to go.

The world outside the house was completely ordinary, which helped.

The school gate was busy and noisy and entirely itself. A woman Claire had spoken to twice before said something about the cold snap and Claire said yes, very cold, and both of them agreed it wasn't usually this early in October. In the car, Maisie talked about Sinéad again — the situation with Sinéad appeared to have evolved, acquired a new dimension — and Claire followed it and asked the right questions and felt, mile by mile, the cold in her chest recede to something manageable.

The supermarket was fully, unambiguously the supermarket. Fluorescent light and refrigerated air and a queue at the deli counter. She bought chicken and pasta and bread and a bar of chocolate that she paid for separately and ate in the car before pickup, which she had not done since Maisie was newborn and she'd been existing on whatever she could consume without both hands.

She felt slightly better.

The afternoon was homework and television and the specific background noise of a functioning household, and she maintained it carefully, performing it carefully, and did not replay the recording, and did not look at the kitchen chair, and did not allow herself to think about the notation she'd made.

Maisie said it halfway through dinner.

"You were cold last night."

Claire looked at her. "What?"

"Downstairs." She was eating. Completely focused on the pasta, not on Claire. "Your feet."

Claire set her fork down. "I wasn't downstairs last night."

Maisie looked up with the patient expression. "You were in the kitchen."

"What time was that?"

She shrugged. "Night time. I got up for water and I could hear you." She looked back at her plate. "You should wear slippers. The tiles are cold."

She said it with complete practicality. A six-year-old who has observed something sensible and is passing it on. She had no idea that it was catastrophic. She returned to the pasta with the complete moral innocence of someone who had done a good deed.

Claire said: "I'll remember that."

"Grandma had slippers," Maisie said. "The fluffy ones."

"I know the ones."

"They might still be here."

"They might," Claire said. Her voice was level. "Eat your dinner."

After Maisie was in bed, Claire brought another box from the spare room.

She wasn't looking for anything specific. She was looking for something to do with her hands in the kitchen while the recorder ran, and going through her mother's things had the virtue of being a task with a defined end. This box was older — the kind of things that migrate to the spare room because they have no current use but can't be thrown away. Old letters. A tea-stained copy of an insurance policy. A rosary in a small case. Some loose photographs she didn't stop to look at.

At the bottom: a spiral notebook, the kind her mother had used for household accounts, with the year — 1994 — written on the cover.

Claire brought it to the table.

Most of it was exactly what it appeared to be: weekly shopping estimates, a note about the ESB bill, a phone number with a name she didn't recognise. Her mother's handwriting, that backward slope, moving through the ordinary administration of the year. Doctor's appointment. School fees. Something about the car.

The first entry that wasn't that was on a Tuesday in March.

Kitchen again last night.

Three words. No explanation. No preceding entry that contextualised it. Just that, in the middle of a page otherwise occupied with a grocery list. The again was the thing. Not kitchen last night. Again. As if she'd noted it before, even if she hadn't noted it here.

The next was in August. Half a page of phone numbers, a note about a plumber, and then:

Heard someone on the stairs. Nothing there.

Then nothing unusual until November. Claire turned the pages carefully.

Radio came on. No one near it.

And then, the following spring, tucked between a note about the garden and a reminder about a dental appointment:

Thought I heard Mam in the hall.

Claire's grandmother. Her mother's mother, who had been dead since 1986.

The last entry was undated, written in the margin beside a shopping list, as if added quickly.

Annie heard it too.

Claire looked at the entry for a long time.

Annie. Her name, in her mother's handwriting, in a notebook from 1995. When Claire had been eleven. Living in this house. Sleeping in the room above this kitchen.

Annie heard it too.

She sat at the table with both notebooks open in front of her. Her own procedural entries in one — timestamps, measurements, the careful dry language of someone trying to establish sequence — and her mother's scattered notes in the other. The same register. The same instinct toward the clinical, the documented, the contained. She'd inherited that too, it turned out. Along with everything else.

She looked toward the hallway.

The possibility that had frightened her most, until now, was that she was imagining it. That grief had done something to her pattern recognition, that sleep deprivation was contaminating her memory, that she was constructing significance from the acoustic noise of an old house and projecting her mother's voice onto ambiguous audio.

That possibility was still available.

But the possibility that frightened her most now was different.

It was that her mother hadn't been imagining it either.
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She'd been at the table since quarter past four.

Not crying, not frightened — or not in any way that had a clean name. She'd woken without the alarm and known immediately she wasn't going back to sleep, and she'd gone downstairs and made tea and opened both notebooks on the table, and now she sat with them in the dark and the kitchen light and understood something she'd been standing next to without seeing it.

Her mother's entries used the same language she'd used herself.

Not the same words — her mother had written heard someone on the stairs while Claire had written movement captured, stairs — but the same instinct. The same reduction of uncertain experience to practical notation. The same attempt at containment through record. Her mother had documented the behaviour of the house the way she'd documented dental appointments and shopping lists and quarterly bills. As if it were a recurring administrative matter she'd learned to manage.

Claire looked at the pattern of entries. Three in March. Nothing until August. One in November. Then nothing for eighteen months. Then a cluster in spring. Then silence for two years. Then: Annie heard it too.

Not escalating. Not building. Cycling. Like weather, or like a symptom that came and went and was lived with because the alternative was unacceptable.

She closed her mother's notebook and sat with her tea.

The morning went sideways in small ways that she managed without drawing attention to.

She missed the junction before the school and had to go around, which added four minutes and required her to explain that she'd been thinking about something, which was true. She stood at the front door for twenty seconds after locking it, genuinely uncertain whether she'd locked it, before she made herself walk to the car. At the school gate she found herself standing slightly apart from the other parents, listening to their conversation in the way you listen to someone speaking a language you're close to fluency in — following the structure without catching all the content.

In the car on the way back she said her daughter's name twice before Maisie got out.

The second time she said it, she heard what had almost come out instead.

She'd corrected it before it happened — had caught the wrong name rising and replaced it — but the proximity of it sat with her for the rest of the drive home, the way a near-miss on a road sits with you, the physical memory of it.

Annie was what she was nearly eleven years old again. Annie was the child who had lived in this house and written timestamps in school copies.

She needed to find out what that child had known.

She hadn't been in her old bedroom intentionally. She'd opened it to check the window in the first week, had noted that her mother had left the room largely as it was, had closed the door again with the specific and self-protective efficiency of someone who has already decided not to do the thing they are about to do.

She opened it properly now.

The room had the quality of partial preservation that happened in houses where the owner was unable to make a decision about the past. Her mother had changed the duvet cover at some point — it was a pale green now, nothing Claire remembered — but left the furniture exactly as it had been. The wardrobe with the door that required lifting slightly to close properly. The shelf above the desk that held a glass horse she'd been given for a birthday she couldn't now place, and a paperback she'd been reading when she was twelve or thirteen, still with its page marked. The faded rectangles on the wall where posters had been removed, the Sellotape shadows still there fifteen years later.

She sat on the bed for a moment and felt nothing clearly, which was its own specific kind of feeling.

Then she opened the wardrobe.

The bottom section held the schoolbooks. She'd known they'd be there — her mother kept things that had no logical purpose, not out of sentimentality exactly but out of a reluctance to end anything definitively. The first-year religion book. Geography. A folder of Irish compositions from primary school. She sat on the floor and went through them methodically, not certain what she was looking for.

The maths copy was from fifth class. The date on the first page: September 1995. She would have been eleven.

She turned the pages.

The front half was ordinary: sums, long division, the small handwriting she remembered from photographs of her work from that age. Neat columns, corrections in red. Then somewhere past the middle, in the margins of a page that had nothing to do with the sums:

tap in wall 11:14

And below it, squeezed into the space between two exercise rows:

kitchen 2:14

And on the next page, in the wide ruled margin:

heard Mam downstairs. She was asleep.

Claire sat on the floor of her childhood bedroom and turned the pages slowly.

The entries continued for perhaps two months of the exercise book. Short. Practical. The language of a child who had developed a system she hadn't been taught and didn't question. Timed observations. Location notes. The occasional double-check: checked — light off downstairs. The specific absence of fear language, which was either because eleven-year-old Claire had been managing fear successfully or because she hadn't known yet that fear was the appropriate response.

Then nothing.

The entries stopped partway through an otherwise normal page of fractions. No final observation. No concluding note. Just the end of the habit, mid-exercise-book, as if something had resolved the need or removed the capacity.

She had no memory of this.

She remembered fifth class generally — a teacher whose name she had — she remembered the maths copy existed. She did not remember recording sounds in its margins. She did not remember lying awake at eleven years old listening to the house. She did not remember kitchen 2:14 or the tap in the
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