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The witch rings the doorbell at nine thirty, a full hour after the last trick-or-treater, and she appears to be alone. When Simon opens the door to her, she frightens him a little. She’s so small, and imperfectly green, as if someone began the job of colouring her face with gusto and then grew bored. Her hat is regulation—tall and conical, with a broad brim and a yellow buckle—but she wears a black T-shirt, black trousers and a pair of purple high-top Converse. An off-duty witch, a witch on casual Friday, carrying a broom and one of those orange plastic baskets shaped like a pumpkin. She looks up at Simon without saying ‘trick or treat’—without saying anything—and Simon looks back at her, unsure of how to proceed. He’s English and doesn’t understand American Halloween, but he’s married to an American and lives in America and finds, now, that he has no choice: the souls of the dead have risen, and he must, for one night, live among them.

‘Hello,’ says Simon.

Behind him, in the house, he can hear Sunny on the phone, arguing with her mother. The night is mild because this is Texas, and its late October climate is gloriously hospitable.

The witch adjusts her grip on the broom. She looks about ten years old, and someone has drawn a large wart on the tip of her nose. She says, ‘I know you probably don’t have any good candy left.’

Simon glances at her pumpkin, which looks to be fairly full of shiny wrappers, but he doesn’t know enough about American candy to interpret the quality of what he sees. He does know—now—that Peanut Butter Kisses are not the same thing as Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups, because when he brought the former home from H-E-B, Sunny laughed at him and said she should have known better than to send an Englishman out to buy Halloween candy. To Sunny, Simon had defended himself by pointing out that American Halloween was a commercial bastardisation of an ancient Celtic festival, something much darker and older than the constitution of this fanatical country, and that the day he understood Halloween candy would be the day he gave up on being British.

To the witch, he says, ‘I’ll bring the candy bowl, shall I, and let you be the judge?’

When he steps into the dining room to fetch the bowl—Sunny, in her American way, would say ‘grab’ the bowl, which seems to him unnecessarily violent—Sunny comes to the door of the kitchen, dressed as a pirate in white ruffles, a tight vest and a long skirt. Her shoulders are bare and brown. She muffles her cell phone against one hand and says, ‘It’s so late. Who is it? Teens? Teens are the worst.’

Then she returns the phone to her ear and says, ‘Okay, Mommy, but you need to look at it from his point of view. He works for an airline.’

They’re arguing about Sunny’s brother, who for the third year in a row has disappointed his mother by claiming he’s too busy at work to come home to Sacramento for Thanksgiving. Sunny, too, is annoyed with Anil, but she’s justifying his decision in order to spare her mother’s feelings. She strides back into the kitchen with bare feet, her pirate skirt hitched up and tucked rakishly into her wide belt so that she’s showing most of one leg. She’s magnificent, and the only thing in the world that could possibly have convinced Simon to move to Texas.

Simon returns to the front door carrying the mostly empty bowl, which is shaped like a cauldron. ‘What do you think?’ he asks. ‘Anything pass muster?’

The witch stands on her toes in order to peer into the bowl, even though Simon has held it low enough for her easy inspection. Perhaps this is a witch thing: this narrowing of the eyes, these tiptoes; perhaps it’s witch etiquette around a cauldron.

‘Okay, so it’s kind of dark in there,’ she says. ‘Can we tip it out? I want to make sure I pick the best one.’

‘Why not?’ says Simon, who in most situations also prefers to pick the best one.

He takes unexpected pleasure in pouring the contents of the cauldron onto the front porch. When his older sister was going through her early-adolescent Pre-Raphaelite phase, she’d had a poster on her bedroom wall of a beautiful witch standing on a sea monster and pouring a glowing liquid into the waves from a wide, shallow bowl. Simon, much younger, had been frightened by it: by the pale bulge of the witch’s breast as much as the domesticated sea monster. He remembers this image now as the little witch crouches to inspect the candy. It feels menacing to loom above her, so Simon also lowers himself into a squat—carefully, because he’s dressed in the kilt he wore as a groomsman at his best friend’s wedding, which is the closest he’s willing to come to a Halloween costume.

‘These are pretty good,’ says the witch, poking with one contemplative green finger at the bright packages on the porch. She’s let her broom fall against the railings, but grips the handle of her pumpkin bucket as if she’s afraid it might be snatched from her at any moment. A group of teenagers goes careening by. They’re each dressed as a different condiment. Hot Sauce has taken a clump of Spanish moss—probably from the boughs of one of Carol West’s beloved magnolias, three houses down—and is wearing it as a crown, like a Dickensian Christmas ghost.

‘It’s quite late,’ Simon says to the witch. ‘Are you out on your own?’

The witch, bending over the candy—her hat, still atop her head, must be held on by elastic—sighs as if she’s disappointed in him for asking such a tiresome question. ‘I live one street over. You can hear my house.’

Simon listens. He can hear a low, thumping bass, and only now realises that it’s provided a steady heartbeat to the entire evening.

‘They’re having a party?’ Simon asks.

‘Uh-huh,’ says the witch. Her small hand hovers above a miniature Snickers. She shifts her weight from one folded leg to another, then looks up at Simon. Her green eyes are startling in her green face. She says, ‘Some people give out full-size candy bars.’

Simon nods. ‘So my wife tells me.’

‘But you have to be early, before the other kids. Did you have full-size ones?’

Simon shakes his head. ‘My wife thinks they’re excessive.’

The witch thinks this over, then shrugs. ‘It’s only once a year,’ she says.

Simon hears Sunny’s high, barking laugh—the one that signals both incredulity and an almost regretful dismay. She often resorts to this laugh while on the phone with her mother.

‘How about,’ says Simon, ‘you choose a chocolate bar, and I’ll get my wife, and we’ll walk you home.’ I’ll grab my wife, he thinks.

The witch’s eyes return to the pile of candy glittering at her feet. ‘How about,’ she says, reproducing Simon’s exact tone and inflection, ‘I get two of these, since they’re not full size.’

Simon considers resisting these terms—until he hears a scream in the night, a pitchy, garbled shriek of what appears to be genuine fright, which may have come from two blocks away or from the shuttered attic of the house next door, and he’s reminded, again, that the dead are abroad, whether he likes it or not. Then it seems to him unwise to try to bargain for anything on this particular night, in case he binds himself or the witch to some devilish contract.

Sunny, he knows, would be shocked to learn that he entertained such a superstition; she might say, ‘You don’t really believe that, do you? You’re a software developer.’ And Simon might have to say that ‘belief’ wasn’t the right word for what he felt when it came to the world of the dead, because belief suggested faith, which implied a lack of certainty; whereas his was a profound, certain knowledge of which he would rather be ignorant. ‘A knowledge of what?’ Sunny would ask, because Sunny always asks—she’s unabashed in her curiosity. And it would be difficult to answer her. What does he know? That the dead are close? That they’re only waiting for us to acknowledge them? That they would speak to us if we asked them to?

What nonsense. But Sunny wouldn’t laugh at him; very quickly she would connect his superstition to what she called the ‘psychological trauma of his sister’s disappearance’. She would say—with conviction, although she was in grad school at UT for architecture, not psychology—that he was haunted by ambiguous loss, because twenty-one years ago, when he was only twelve years old, his sister went on vacation to Australia and disappeared. Was certainly dead, but where, and how? And then Sunny would pity him, which he couldn’t bear. So Simon won’t tell her about his superstitions, and he’ll allow this miniature witch her two bars of chocolate. He hands them over and the shriek comes again; this time he recognises it as the cry of a late-to-bed grackle.

‘Stay there a minute,’ Simon says, ‘and I’ll get my wife. Stay right there.’

He hurries through the living room, through the dining room and into the kitchen, where Sunny is saying, ‘Okay, I know what you mean, but also, climate change.’ Seeing Simon, she rolls her eyes and mouths, ‘She’s crying.’

Simon holds up one finger in the private semaphore that means, Can I have one minute of your time? Can I grab one minute? Can I step for one minute into the miracle that is you beholding me and still saying, yes?

‘Hold on, Mommy,’ Sunny says, and flattens her phone against her chest.

Simon knows to speak fast. ‘There’s a little girl out there, without her parents—without anybody—and we need to get her home. She lives in the next street.’

Sunny’s face gathers into surprise, pity and, finally, entreaty. She has beautifully expressive eyebrows. ‘I can’t leave my mother like this,’ she says, indicating the phone. ‘Can’t you just take her?’

He raises his own, less forthcoming eyebrows. ‘Wouldn’t it be better to, you know, have a woman?’

‘People will just think she’s your kid.’ Sunny beams at him: sure, as always, that Simon’s undeniable goodness will be as evident to other people as it is to her.

The witch’s exact ethnicity is concealed by her patchily green skin and hair-encompassing hat; nevertheless, Simon suspects that, even if she were wiped clean to reveal his specific shade of pink, no one would ever mistake them for father and daughter. The witch is assured and fearless, whereas he would never, as a child, have gone out alone at night—at any time, least of all Halloween. Even now, as an adult, as a married software developer, he doesn’t like the idea of being out alone at night on Halloween; especially here, where the dead are summoned by lawn decorations. Simon knows himself to have inherited his parents’ latent Methodist terror of the wicked world. His sister had been eight years older than him, he’d watched her live through an entire adolescence without him, and she in her glamorous privacy had seemed unafraid of anything.

When Sunny draws the phone away from her chest, Simon hears the high wail of his mother-in-law calling, ‘Sunita? Sunita?’

‘Please?’ Sunny asks, nodding as if he’s already agreed; she does this often, this pre-emptive nodding, as if she thinks that performing the response she hopes for will produce it. It almost always does.

Simon makes use of a loud, emphatic sigh: a largely ineffectual weapon, but one he tends to fall back on. He takes his keys from where they sit on the kitchen counter and returns to the front door.

The witch is gone, and all of the candy with her.

‘Fuck,’ says Simon. The crisp, definite, English way in which he says ‘fuck’ is another one of his weapons; Sunny finds it both sexy and adorable.

He runs down the path and into the street, which appears to be empty. It’s hard to tell, though; this Austin neighbourhood is famous for its gardens, which tumble over fences and onto sidewalks, turning them into dark, leafy tunnels. The streets are lined with old live oaks, which spill drifts of pollen in the spring; tonight, their branches are hung with fake spiderwebs, floating in the breeze like slow smoke. There are cars parked in every available space—so many cars, cluttering the street. And in the front gardens—yards—of those houses that aren’t screened by foliage, Simon can see humanoid figures, which he knows to be dangling skeletons, rotating witches, solar-powered ghosts and mannequin zombies. If the Bristol of his childhood had been decorated like this every Halloween, he wouldn’t have left the house for the entirety of October.

No little witch to the left or to the right. No little witch knocking at his neighbours’ doors or crouching between cars with her candy haul. No little witch on this block at all. Simon runs along the street, feeling the strange movement of the kilt against his legs; he heads towards the nearest corner, thinking to follow the sound of the party. The mild air moves gently, insinuatingly, as he runs, as if guiding him from one place to another. It feels thin and permeable.

The Queen Anne mansion on the corner has planted its lawn with resin headstones, each spotlit; some of the graves stir with the mechanical hands of the uneasy dead. One of the stones reads: Bone Voyage. On the porch, which is unlit, two shadowy figures mutter above a large cauldron bubbling with dry ice. Simon calls to them, almost but not entirely sure they’re figurines. ‘Hello? Excuse me?’ he calls, and they answer. Or someone answers, but not the weird sisters at the cauldron, who remain motionless. The voice comes from deeper within the dark porch, and probably belongs to a man, but also possibly to a vampire, a ghoul, or Frankenstein’s melancholy monster.

‘Can I help you?’ says the voice. It sounds affable enough—but then, so do those canny wizards who stop travellers in the woods, ask pleasant questions, then demand the answers to deadly riddles.

‘Have you seen a little girl come past, a little witch girl, with a pointy hat and a pumpkin?’

‘Seen a lot of witches tonight,’ says the voice.

‘In the last few minutes.’

‘Nope,’ comes the voice. ‘Afraid not.’

Simon calls, ‘Thanks!’ and runs on, turning the corner. As he runs, the phrase ‘afraid not’ returns to him over and over again as a kind of pulse, so that he wonders if he’s just had an encounter with an angel, the sort who says ‘be not afraid’ while flaunting the holy horror of its radiant-eyed wings. Which is, of course, nonsense.

Simon would call the witch’s name, but he doesn’t know it. His sister’s name was Angie, and it’s impossible not to think of that now; impossible, also, not to think of how, for years, his father would go walking alone immediately after supper, leaving the house with an air of apology and returning half an hour later with the same air, as if he knew his walk was farcical and inconvenient, meant leaving his wife and son to clear the table and wash the dishes and carry on the business of everyday life without him, but that the walk was necessary all the same, a way of honouring his daughter, or looking for her, or just acknowledging that he had let her leave the safety of his house in the first place. The walks began after his very private parents returned from their first trip to Australia, which had been full of very public pleas, and they continued every night for nearly five years, no matter the weather. And Simon, even at age twelve, fifteen, seventeen, had known not to question this nightly routine, or to comment on it, or even to wonder what it was for. Sunny, if she knew about the walks, would be sure she understood what they were for. She’d conclude that Simon’s father spent his days full of rage and fear at his own helplessness; that these feelings built in him like a storm front as he worked and talked and ate; and that he walked at night to ensure that the clouds, bursting, didn’t soak Simon and his mother. But Sunny has never met that version of his parents, the first-five-years version: the fright, the shame, the waiting. She only knows the thick sorrow that runs beneath all the ways in which they are perfectly ordinary.

Around the corner and halfway down the block, Simon comes upon the party, which is taking place in a heaving 1920s bungalow. Most of the guests seem to be in the yard behind the house, which can be accessed from the front by an open gate in a tall fence. The fence is covered with chalk warnings: Beware; Enter If You Dare; Trespassers Will Be Mummified. The house, like most of the others in the neighbourhood, has a large porch, and on the porch a swing. Sitting on the swing are a kid in a full Spider-Man costume and a girl, probably in her early twenties, holding a bottle of Dos Equis. She’s wearing jeans and a cropped shirt and looks damp, as if she’s just run through a light shower of rain.

Simon walks up the path towards them.

‘Hey!’ calls Spider-Man. ‘You’re wearing a skirt.’

‘It’s called a kilt,’ says the girl, and she looks at Simon with wide eyes, as if to say, Can you believe what I have to put up with?

‘I know that,’ says Spider-Man. ‘Hey, look.’ He pulls his mask down around his neck and reveals that his face is almost entirely covered in temporary tattoos, also of Spider-Man.

‘That’s brilliant,’ says Simon.

‘I’m a toe,’ says the girl, and tilts her head towards a large, beige papier-mâché structure sitting beside the swing. It’s toe-shaped, and appears to involve a red toenail. Simon can see how the girl might have worn it over her body and become, indeed, a toe.

‘Her boyfriend’s a camel,’ says Spider-Man. He’s about the same age as the missing witch.

‘It’s a couple’s costume,’ says the girl. ‘Get it? Camel toe.’

‘I get it,’ says Spider-Man.

‘You don’t,’ says the girl. ‘You just think you do.’

‘Listen,’ says Simon, and he feels himself marshalling his accent, which rarely fails to charm Americans. ‘I don’t want to bother you,’ he continues, ‘but is there a little girl at this party, dressed as a witch? With a green face and purple shoes?’

He half-expects them to turn to each other and exclaim, in old-timey film accents, ‘A girl like that hasn’t been seen in these parts for fifty years.’ But they both nod and say in tandem, ‘Sophia.’

‘My cousin,’ says the girl, and takes a swig of her beer.

‘My cousin,’ says Spider-Man.

‘Well,’ says Simon, ‘have you seen her recently? Because she was just at my house in the next street, trick-or-treating on her own, but she ran off.’

The girl frowns. She’s pretty, Latina, with her hair pulled back into a ponytail; damp wisps of it curl around her face. She must have been hot inside the toe.

‘Didn’t we just see her?’ she asks Spider-Man.

Spider-Man nods. ‘She threw that at me,’ he says, and kicks one spider-stockinged leg out at a scrunched-up Kit Kat wrapper.

‘How long ago was that?’ Simon asks.

‘A couple minutes?’ says the girl. Spider-Man shrugs.

‘Ah,’ says Simon, on the verge of feeling enormous relief. He’s so ready to turn back down the path, go home, kiss Sunny’s bare piratical shoulders. But he says, ‘Are you sure? I’d really feel much better if I could just see her with my own eyes. If I could just be absolutely certain that she’s safe.’

‘Go find Sophia,’ the girl orders Spider-Man, and he obeys without question, leaping up from the seat, jumping down from the porch without using the steps, and trotting around to the gate. His costume gapes open in the back.

‘It’s nice that you’re so worried about her,’ says the girl. ‘Want a drink?’ She gestures towards the seat Spider-Man has just vacated.

‘Oh, thanks very much, I’m fine,’ says Simon. He sits on the porch swing because it seems rude not to, and she immediately sets it in gentle motion with one pointed foot.

‘I don’t know if that means yes or no,’ says the girl, and passes him her bottle. He takes a drink and passes it back. The chains of the swing creak; looking up, he sees a festive flutter of police tape. A chill runs down his spine, but it’s only minor—a local chill.

‘Are you from England?’ the girl asks. ‘I love your accent.’

Is she hitting on him? The thought makes him nervous; it makes him want a cigarette, though he hasn’t smoked since uni. Just so that he has something to do with his hands. As the swing rocks, his kilt shifts back and forth over his knees—sometimes more flesh on display, sometimes less. There are moments at which he properly understands that he is physically in a strange land among strange people; this is one of those moments. He has made decisions that have led him to this porch, this girl, this Texas. Anything might happen. She might reach up to his face, take his glasses off, and say, with surprise, ‘Oh, but you’re beautiful!’ She might invite him to prom. Someone might shoot at them from a passing car. She might say—does, in fact, say, ‘Halloween is my favourite holiday, and I always make, like, a big deal out of it, and every year I get kinda depressed. You know what I mean?’

‘Huh,’ says Simon. ‘Why is it your favourite?’

The girl shrugs and passes him the bottle of beer. ‘It’s spooky, I guess. And silly, you know? Fun.’

The silliness and fun, Simon thinks, are the problem. They’re an invitation to mischief—old mischief, which is nasty, sly and not entirely human. He feels these superstitions as deep ancestral wells upon which he rarely draws, and resents that this American fun has forced him to acknowledge them. He is, after all, a software developer.

‘And why do you get depressed?’ he asks.

‘It’s always better in my imagination.’

‘The toe is great,’ he says. ‘It’s a great idea.’

The girl holds her hand out for the beer, and he gives it to her. She sighs, and he wonders where her camel boyfriend is.

She says, ‘I should have gone with something slutty.’

This might shock Simon, except that he knows about the cheerfully provocative Halloween costumes of young American women: sexy nurse, sexy nun, sexy UPS driver. He knows because, last year, he and Sunny attended the Halloween party of one of her grad school friends, and Sunny went as an Ethical Slut. Simon wore his kilt. They didn’t enjoy themselves, though Simon isn’t entirely sure why. He thinks Sunny would have had fun without him, and that she thought the same thing and felt bad about it. This year, she insisted on staying home to hand out candy.

The girl finishes the beer, stills the swing with her foot, and places the empty bottle beside the toe. Then she turns to him. Simon feels that he must extricate himself as soon as possible—from the girl, the swing, perhaps from Texas.

As if in answered prayer, Spider-Man appears at the bottom of the porch stairs. ‘She won’t come,’ he announces.

‘Oh?’ says Simon.

‘She’s shy,’ says Spider-Man.

The girl snorts. ‘She’s not shy.’

‘Well,’ says Simon, ‘her shyness may have something to do with the fact that she ran off with all our chocolate.’

The girl laughs, and Spider-Man grins through his temporary tattoos. The mask of his costume is still a wrinkled cowl around his neck.

Simon says, ‘Please tell Sophia that all is forgiven, that all I want is to see that she’s safe, and then I’ll go home.’

Spider-Man leaps away towards the gate.

Simon and the girl sit in silence for a moment on the swing, which begins to rock again, apparently of its own accord. He almost asks her name, but feels with a sudden dreadful certainty that it will be Angie, and that to hear her say so would be unbearable. Or perhaps her name won’t be Angie, but she’ll answer ‘Angie’ all the same, because by leaving his house alone at Halloween he has asked for an encounter of some kind, long delayed but at the same time premature. If she were to say her name, if she were to say Angie, he would have to ask questions: Where are you? What happened? Did it hurt? Do I love you? Are you real? And he would have to learn the answers, then live with them.

So he won’t ask the girl’s name. He looks at her and she’s looking at him; they begin to speak simultaneously, which Simon finds both awkward and useful, because he’s not entirely sure what he was going to say. They laugh.

‘You go,’ says the girl.

‘No, please,’ says Simon.

The girl smiles. ‘I was going to ask you to tell me a scary story.’

But Simon only knows one scary story, and he won’t tell it. If he were to try tonight, when the dead are abroad, he’s afraid he’d become trapped in the telling. It’s an odd phrase, thinking about it—‘the dead are abroad’: like they’re on holiday. The dead in Mallorca, in Benidorm. His parents go every summer to the Costa del Sol, as if by doctor’s orders.

He finds himself saying, ‘What about you? I’ve never heard a Texan ghost story.’

The girl leans closer.

‘So my friend used to live out on this old ranch,’ she says, ‘way, way out in the Hill Country, no one else around, and this one night she’s in bed and she hears someone walking outside, underneath her window. Crunch, crunch, crunch, crunch.’

The girl accompanies each ‘crunch’ with a sinuous movement of her hands—left, right, left, right—as if they’re sneaking feet.

‘So she thinks it’s her dad outside checking something, or whatever. But she keeps hearing it. Like, she hears the steps under her window, they go away, they come back under her window again. Like her dad’s walking around and around the house in a big circle.’

Here she moves her right forearm in a tornado motion, her index finger extended. Simon notices that she’s wearing red nail polish, like her toe.

‘And she can’t sleep, you know, she can’t relax, because she keeps waiting for the noise: crunch, crunch, crunch, crunch. And it’s really annoying. She counts how many times he comes around: four, five, six.’

She holds up her left thumb, her index finger, and her middle finger in turn, as if counting to three.

‘On the sixth time she’s had it. Crunch, crunch—so she yells: Dad, would you stop that! And the steps stop’—she claps, then holds her hands up towards him, palms out—‘just for a second, then they walk off again. A minute later, her dad comes into her room and says, What’re you yelling about? So she tells him, you know, Quit walking around outside, I can’t sleep.’

When she’s saying the friend’s lines, the girl raises her voice into a breathless silliness; when she’s the father, she lowers her chin to her chest and produces a bass drawl.

‘And he says, I wasn’t outside. And she’s, like, Tell Mom, then. It’s really bugging me. And he says, Your mom’s not outside. There’s nothing there. She says, I keep hearing someone outside my window, and he says, You heard a coyote, go to sleep. But right at that moment?’

The girl lifts her hands: crunch, crunch, crunch, crunch.

‘Her dad hears it, too. And he goes real white and she says, See? Like someone’s walking around the house. And he says, How many times have you heard it? She tells him this is number seven. Her dad says, Seven? Are you sure? He’s obviously freaking out. Then he tells her to turn on her bedside lamp and stay away from the window and he runs out and she hears him calling her mom. He’s saying, She’s back, she’s back, check the doors, are the doors locked, and her mom’s saying, How long do we have, how many times, and he’s saying, Seven, seven. And my friend hears them running around checking windows and doors and turning on all the lights.’

Her eyes are wide. Simon feels himself sway, just slightly.

‘Then it comes again: crunch, crunch, crunch, crunch.’

Simon is in bed, his feet are near the window and so far from his head and so vulnerable, his arm is incapable of reaching out to turn on the lamp, his parents are trying to keep their voices down, trying not to scare him, but he hears them panicking, they’re whispering horrors to one another, there are crucial steps they need to take and not enough time in which to take them, and he hears the footsteps: crunch, crunch, crunch, crunch.

The girl takes a breath. Before she can speak, she’s interrupted by a sudden scream—close at hand, terrifying, as if in answer to something.

Both he and the girl jump, rattling the chains of the swing; they look towards the sound, and there is Sophia at the bottom of the porch steps, his little green witch, with mischief on her face, in her face, crackling about her like bad weather. She’s lost her hat, and brown hair erupts in a ponytail from the top of her head. She stands for a moment, glorying in the effect of her scream, then gives a wild laugh and runs away, back through the gate.

‘Oh my god,’ says the girl.

Simon is laughing without finding anything funny. He knows he’s laughed just a fraction too long when he sees the girl’s face stiffen from friendly warmth into wary politeness; so he stops.

‘I’m glad she’s all right,’ he says. He stands up, stopping the swing with the backs of his knees. His heart beats very fast.

The girl looks up at him. ‘Don’t you want to hear the rest of the story?’

‘I have to get back,’ he says. ‘Thanks for the beer!’

He jogs down the stairs and hurries into the street. He needs to be home at once. He has the feeling—urgent, perverse—that unless he gets home immediately, he’ll be forced to leave the house after supper every evening, to leave Sunny with the business of everyday life and walk for half an hour, and that what he’ll be doing—and sees now that his father was doing—is going out to find Angie, meeting her, and leading her away, so that theirs might be something approaching an ordinary house, and Simon’s might be something approaching an ordinary adolescence; so that he might be able to forget, for minutes at a time, that he ever had a sister, and would never lie awake listening for her footsteps beneath his window.

Simon runs past the cars and the gardens, past the Queen Anne witches and their speaking porch, past the live oaks strung with webbing and Mardi Gras beads in black and orange, past a middle-aged couple dressed as Gomez and Morticia, past Carol West’s magnolias, and then he’s home, where he’s acutely aware of the crunch of his feet on the gravel of the path, and where he sees to his horror that the front door is open, though he’s almost sure he closed it when he went after his witch.

He runs into the house calling, ‘Sunny! Sunny! Sunita!’

She answers almost immediately. ‘In here!’ she calls, and he knows she’s in the kitchen, and that she’s safe.

But the door is open. Anyone could have snuck in while he was gone, anyone could be in the house with her. Anything. He begins to search the rooms, frantic—behind curtains, inside closets, underneath the couch.

Sunny appears beside him. ‘What is it?’ she’s saying. ‘What’s wrong?’

But there’s no time to tell her. He pushes past her and on into the next room. It’s empty, but that makes no difference. The dead are abroad. The dead are everywhere.





Chaperone

(1995)

 

 

Even if Sister Mary Placid had known this trip was going to go wrong, that this would be the last time she’d take a sixth form Ancient History class to Rome, she couldn’t have prayed over it more than she already had. Prayer was simply the medium in which she moved. So she prayed to the Virgin over every preparation, and she prayed to the Virgin on the early bus to Heathrow as the girls slept in the seats around her. She prayed—mirror of justice, seat of wisdom—at the airport as the girls, who had well and truly woken up, ran about screaming with the joy and fright of the trip: four days in Rome with only one teacher and one mother as chaperones. The girls bought vast quantities of chocolate, they went continually to the bathrooms in shifting groups of two or three, and there were so many of them! Only nine, in reality, but they seemed to multiply once they were out of uniform, so that every sixteen- or seventeen-year-old girl Mary Placid spied might be a member of her class, and therefore her concern.

The chaperoning mother, Charlotte Gibson, occupied herself before the flight by sniffing every perfume in the duty-free shop beside the gate. She had volunteered for the trip because she and her husband were in the process of divorcing, and Charlotte thought it best to keep ahead of any disapproval from the school. According to Tess, Charlotte’s daughter, the nuns had been known to penalise girls with divorced parents, and Tess’s offer from Cambridge required an A in history. Charlotte, browsing the perfumes, had always thought of herself as preferring a light, floral scent; now, as she raised each bottle to her nose, she wondered if she might in fact enjoy something spicy, which would sit waiting on her skin and intrude at unpredictable moments, welling up to announce the rich existence of her body.

Tess Gibson sat in the part of the gate that was furthest from her mother’s duty-free browsing. She hunched over her Discman, which she was sharing with her friend Grace Reed: one bud of a headphone in Tess’s left ear, one in Grace’s right, tethered by wire to a song with which Tess felt, each time she heard it, reunited, as if her body was the song’s beloved instrument. Her blood surged with the singer’s exhausted gasps, the unexpected silences, the sudden distorted explosions of guitar. Tess smiled at Grace, a little shy in her ecstasy. Grace smiled back, but she was bored with the song, which seemed fuzzy to her, shapeless and imprecise, like stars seen without glasses, and the androgynous voice of the singer wailed with self-pity. Grace, too, was full of self-pity, not least because she didn’t own a Discman; but Grace would never sing about it.

Mary Placid prayed—cause of our joy, spiritual vessel—on the plane while the girls threw objects at one another across the narrow aisles and screamed with laughter at senseless repeated phrases. They requested, from the flight attendants, endless cups of warm Diet Coke, which careless Rosie Delahunt managed to spill all over her jeans. Mary Placid rose from her seat every now and then, a dark column, and said, ‘Girls, please!’ The girls giggled and quieted, but never for long.

Whenever a flurry of noise began, Charlotte Gibson looked across the aisle at Mary Placid with curiosity, her eyes half-closed, waiting to see what the nun would do. Eventually, Charlotte plugged her ears with pink foam, allowed her sunglasses to drop from the top of her head to cover her eyes, and pretended to be asleep for the remainder of the flight. Her daughter, at least, was behaving herself. Tess was tucked up in her window seat, no doubt singing along silently with whatever urgent, unprecedented music was currently playing on her Discman. Charlotte experienced a now-familiar throb of worry about the way Tess had withdrawn from her since learning about the divorce; but, in terms of her role as chaperone, she felt that her daughter’s current good conduct absolved her of any responsibility.

The music stopped, momentarily, for Tess Gibson—a song had just finished in a reverberant growl of longing. In this brief silence, she looked down at France and understood it to be something larger than the campgrounds she’d stayed in every summer as a child, when her parents still loved one another and would, every morning, send Tess and her older brothers to buy bread from the campground’s shop, so that they might have some privacy. Then the music began again, claiming her.

Beside her, in the middle seat, Grace Reed pushed her knees up against the seat in front, in which Jenny Jessop cackled and squirmed. Grace would have liked the window seat but hadn’t said so; had pretended, when Tess asked, not to care, because to care might mean admitting that this was her first time on a plane. On Grace’s other side, Monica Alvares was describing in detail how sick she’d once been on a flight from Gatwick to Bahrain; Amy Diouf threw an empty cup across the aisle in an attempt to shut her up.

Mary Placid prayed—Virgin most prudent, Virgin most venerable—when they touched down in Rome and no one had lost their passport—not even Laura Barr, who tended to confuse her elder and younger Plinys—and all of the bags had arrived. The girls pressed close to one another and to their teacher as they boarded the train to Rome, and Charlotte Gibson, despite her age, became one of them: showing her ticket when Sister Mary Placid called, ‘Biglietti, girls, have them ready!’; trotting behind Mary Placid as she led them through the chaos of Termini and argued with taxi drivers about fares; and, finally, giggling with relief as they arrived at their pensione in the
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