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For my children, Aoife, Una and Eamon





Leap, heart, the wind will catch you –
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Part One
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Removals

The sun set at six minutes to four. Kay lay stretched out on the floor, reading the very small print on the back of the newspaper. Her right eye she had squeezed firmly shut; her left was growing deliriously tired, and the tiny words loomed at her amid the blur of her big sinking lashes. More and more she had to close them both, and relax her stiff cheek. More and more she squinted sidelong up at the world, with her head cocked to the right. But if her game caused her irritation, she also felt a sense of modest triumph: she had resisted the temptation to look straight at life since the moment she woke up that morning – exactly eight hours before, according to her watch. Had anyone asked her why she was still keeping her right eye shut at thirteen minutes past four in the afternoon of Christmas Eve, when her mother was going frantic and her little sister, Eloise, was playing jacks by herself in the back room, she wouldn’t have known what to say. Keeping her right eye closed was simply something she had to do today, and she was doing it.

Just opposite her head, against the wall, leaned a large metal-framed mirror. Her father had promised to hang it above the fireplace, but three months later it still stood there, neglected, collecting dust. Kay regarded herself with curiosity in its dull glass. At school the teachers seemed to talk endlessly about character: having it, getting it, showing it and, above all, building it. Kay was sure she had none, or at least none that was visible. She was the person no one ever really noticed.

Her father was still at work – late, as he had been every day this week and every weekend this month. As he had been every month this year: down at the lab or his office, away for a fortnight on a dig, disappearing off to libraries or meetings – she couldn’t keep track. This morning Kay’s mum had wiped the worktops forcefully after breakfast, then promised her girls a bike ride and a trip to the cinema. But when the sun went down hours later, their winter shoes and coats still lay undisturbed by the door – exactly where they had left them the evening before. Kay could hear the telephone ringing, and she wondered if it was her father calling. He would be late, as usual.

Just as she was beginning to doze off, her head softly crackling on the open newspaper, her mother burst into the front room, her heels stomping like slippered hammers on the wooden boards. ‘Get your coat on, Kay, we’re going out. Get your sister’s coat on.’

Five minutes later, as they sat in the back of the car blowing steam in the freezing air and giggling nervously, the two girls still had no idea where they were going, or why. As the engine turned over from gear to gear, in rhythm with the car’s regular surges, their nervousness began to subside. Kay’s hand still held the warm ache where her sister had been squeezing it. She put it in her lap. The night outside the window seemed sharp and clear, and the mostly white lights in the houses they passed shone with a direct intensity. Her window, by contrast, kept fogging up with her breathing. She moved her face impatiently around the glass as far as she could reach, but it was no use. As the car jolted through some lights and then curved down the hill, Ell fidgeted with her foot.

‘Eloise, stop it. We’ll be out of the car in two minutes.’

‘But I have something in my boot. It’s uncomfortable.’

Kay turned to the window again. She counted the streetlamps as they passed, numbering them by their glows on the silvery ground, still frosty from the night before. Her left eye was now growing ridiculously tired – or maybe it was the funny flatness of seeing with just one eye – because in the centre of the circle of light cast by every lamp she was sure she could make out a little circular shadow on the ground. Maybe it was just the wisps of foggy breath still clinging to the glass. She was tempted to open her other eye to check – but then, she thought, if she did, and the little dark circles were gone, would that prove that they weren’t there, or that they were? Sometimes when you looked right at a star, you couldn’t see it; but if you squinted or looked away, you could. And stars were there. Otherwise how would you wish on them?

And then, all at once, she knew where they were going, and why her mother hadn’t answered her questions. The car pulled up and stopped outside the familiar gate. Kay went rigid in her seat, feeling her spine arch cold against the comfortable scoop of the fabric behind her. For her part, Ell was obviously disappointed. ‘I don’t want to go to Dad’s work,’ she whined, and kicked her grumpy and uncomfortable boot for emphasis against the seat in front of her.

A night porter sat on duty behind the window at the gate: an old, solid man, stiff and knotted as a fardel of wood, with a curve to his thick back and a white handlebar moustache hanging over a square-set jaw. Kay had never seen him before, but as he shuffled to his feet she recognized the white shirt, black trousers and waistcoat as the uniform of the university’s porters. The gate opened, and he waved them through into the car park, but then hobbled out of his dimly lit room, down the steps and after the car. He seemed to guess where they would park, because Kay saw him making directly for the spot as her mother doubled round a set of spaces and then reversed back in. He moved with a deliberate and stilted pace, but he still got there just as they were opening the doors. It was a soft voice he had; not the sort of rough bark common to university porters. Maybe he had been to a Christmas party, Kay thought. People were always gentler after a Christmas party.

‘Can I help you?’ he said to Kay’s mum. His voice sounded the way a flannel felt – dense, light and warm – and to Kay it was like a kind extended hand. Yet he stood with his hands dug in his pockets, his fingers working slowly within the fabric, as if turning over coins.

Kay’s mum was pulling Ell off the booster seat, then checking the little purple boot absent-mindedly. Ell was too old for a child seat now, and far too tall, but her eighth birthday had been a night of tears, and Kay and her mother had afterwards gone from room to room – and even to the car – carefully restoring old and familiar things.

Her mother shook the little boot; a single jack clattered to the ground, which she retrieved and placed in Ell’s outstretched hand. ‘No, thank you,’ she said. ‘I’m just here to collect my husband. He’s working late.’

‘Everyone’s gone home, I’m afraid, Mrs …’ The man trailed off, and Kay watched him arch his bushy left eyebrow, expecting her mother to identify herself.

‘Clare.’ That’s because she doesn’t have Dad’s last name, Kay thought. She’s not Mrs anybody. ‘Clare Worth.’

‘Well, Mrs Worth, I’m not telling stories. As I said, I’m afraid everyone has gone home. The only cars still here are mine and old Professor Jackson’s who died Tuesday last, God rest him, and I’ve been round the halls to lock up, and the place is sealed proper and shut down tight, lights off and not even a mouse.’

Kay felt her mother’s arm tense where she was touching it lightly with the palm of her left hand. ‘I’m sure you’re right,’ she said, ‘but he did come down to work earlier, so I’ll go up and have a look all the same.’

‘What did you say your husband’s name was? Worth?’ The old porter sounded soft but insistent, like a wood pigeon maybe. He shuffled his stiff legs quickly to keep his balance. Kay thought for a second that he was almost smiling at the top left corner of his mouth, but then she changed her mind. Or maybe he changed his face.

‘More. Dr More. Edward, I mean. More. He’s a fellow at St Nicholas’. He’s working on the Fragments Project.’

‘Well, I can’t say as I know the names of the projects,’ said the old man. ‘They come and go. But I got a pretty good head for the people, and I don’t think I recollect seeing a Dr More before.’ He drew a short breath, held his hands up to his face and blew hard on the tips of his fingers, trying to warm them. ‘But I’m just the night porter around here.’

‘Oh, you’ll definitely have seen him,’ Kay’s mum said. ‘He’s down here almost every evening. Every night.’

The porter told her he had a directory and a telephone, and he would save Kay’s mum the trouble by calling up to the office. She started to protest, but he had already hobbled painfully round and was walking back to his lodge. Eventually they trailed after him. Kay’s mother’s hand was cold in hers, but then it would be, in the middle of winter. They waited outside the steps of the tiny lodge – really just a bricked-in nook between two buttresses on the old archaeology building, with a lean-to roof and a pretty, circular window. The little window had silver stars stuck in it, and Ell pointed at them and started talking about a card she had made at school with stars just the same, and tinsel. She had repeated herself three or four times, to no effect, by the time the porter turned up again in the doorway. Kay tried to ruffle her hair, but it was drawn back over her scalp as tight as ice.

‘I’m afraid I can’t find Dr More on my list,’ he said. ‘In fact, I can’t find him on the university list either. Edward More, you said? I tried both spellings.’

Kay’s mum sighed heavily and, leaving the girls, went in. They were quiet enough under the window ledge to catch a few snatches of conversation from within. The car park, silent and almost empty, had a few bare trees – saplings of four or five years’ growth – dotted at regular intervals down two aisles. Kay remembered that there had been grass here once, but now it was almost all paved. The tree branches glistened black in the bright spotlights from the roofs of the archaeology building. The Pitt, they called it. Kay squeezed hard on her left eye, plunging herself into darkness, and gripped Ell’s hand more tightly, as if to compensate.

When the door opened, the muted voices suddenly shot out and rebounded around the empty courtyard. Clare Worth was protesting again: ‘… don’t understand. I mean, I know you say it’s current, but he’s definitely here. He’s been here for years. I can show you the room.’

Kay heard the porter pick up his ring of keys, then pull the door shut behind them as they descended the three or four steps into the car park. Her eyes were still closed, and maybe that was why she heard the crisp echo in the courtyard so acutely, with its single clear report. Each step her mother took made a crack against the frosty stone and pavement.

‘What did you say your name was?’ Clare was asking the porter as Kay prised open her left eye again.

‘Rex. Just Rex,’ he answered with a wince. He stepped with a stiff hip over a low wall running round the inner grass border of the courtyard, and set off for the near corner where Kay’s father had his laboratory and office, on the second floor. Her mother shot him a sharp glance, as if he had just loosed a tarantula, but then – with more resignation – pursued him. She seemed to have forgotten all about her daughters. She didn’t speak again, but as she passed by, Kay could see that there were a lot of words in her throat; from the side it looked like it was going to burst open. She and Ell fell back and followed the two adults, holding hands and looking down, watching their footprints making tiny depressions in the frost, crunching slightly. Rex had a light step, Kay noticed, because although her mum’s new shoes ground visibly into the frozen grass, for all his rough limp and shuffle Rex’s feet didn’t seem to make any noise, and hardly any marks at all. All she could hear were his keys jangling on the big ring in his right hand. For a second, in the glare from the spotlights, she saw it very clearly, that ring of keys, and noticed that it had an old-fashioned locking mechanism, with a hinge to open it – like something she had seen at her father’s college once, hanging in the manuscript library. Only this ring wasn’t plain. She caught another view of it as it swung again briefly into the light. She made out two bits of carving or metalwork, one on the hinge and another on the hasp. She watched for it as they walked, and with glimpse after glimpse she pieced together the design. It was the same on both sides: a long and sinuous snake entwined with a sword.

He must have been in the army, she decided. He had probably been injured: the limp.

‘His room is on the second floor,’ her mother was explaining. ‘And his name is just here on the board – look …’ And then her voice trailed off, because, as they could all see – and they were all looking – his name was not on the black painted board, where it had always been for as long as Kay could remember, in its official white lettering, next to the others. Where his name should have been, the board instead said, DR ANDREA LESSING. Her mother pushed through the heavy swinging doors into the stone lobby, and the girls trailed after.

‘What’s wrong?’ Ell whispered to Kay. Her voice was sharp, urgent.

‘This is some kind of joke, girls,’ said Clare Worth, forcing a smile at them. ‘It’s a joke, that’s all.’ She took out her phone and dialled. ‘I’ll try the office again,’ she was saying. ‘There was no answer before, but maybe he’s back now.’ And then her face went white. ‘Stay here,’ she said, her voice suddenly pinched almost to a whisper. Turning, she practically leaped up the stairs.

Kay looked at the ring of keys. She stared at it, at every small detail, one after another, taking them in.

Rex noticed her staring, smiled, unhooked it from his belt and held it out to her. ‘Have a look if you like,’ he said with a warm half-chuckle. He passed her the whole set. His hands were big and gnarled, like the rootball of an oak. She observed them as she took the keys: oafish but gentle, and somehow slender, too, and as he stretched out his fingers she thought she smelled something sweet, like soft fruit – maybe blackcurrant. But then she had the ring. It held an amazing collection of keys. Even Ell came over to look, which was unusual because she tended to make a point of being officially uninterested in whatever Kay was doing. Kay handled them one by one. The best was an enormous key that looked like a fork, with sharp tines, and seemed to be made of gold. It had the same snake and sword cut into it as the ring. And there were three silvery keys, each slightly different from the other, but all with the same kind of shape: a long shaft, with a flat bit fixed at the end – one was square, one circular and one triangular. There were three wooden keys, too – but hard wood, almost like stone, with a gorgeous gold-flecked grain in them. And there were others, short and long, stumpy, heavy. There might have been twenty or thirty of them.

‘Stupid keys,’ said Ell, and she turned towards the full-length mirror that hung against the lobby wall, studying herself. Kay and the porter – Rex – watched her, too. That faint smile was hovering at his cheek again; like Kay, he knew that Ell didn’t mean it. Her sister was shorter than Kay by a hand or more. Where Kay was olive-skinned and chestnut-haired, Ell had bright, almost translucent skin, and undulating tresses of a fine, almost golden red. Their father was fond of remarking that their family was composed of four elements. ‘Your angel mother is the air, as open as the sky. I am the hard and plodding earth,’ he would say, ‘but you girls are the quick matter of the world.’ Kay, he said, was water: silent, deep, cold perhaps, but quick with life. Ell, by contrast, was fire, hot and unpredictable, both creative and destructive.

Moody, more like, Kay thought. And she smiled, despite herself.

She looked at the grandfatherly porter and thought she should try to be polite. ‘What are they all for?’ she asked.

He was still watching Ell. ‘Nothing of any consequence now,’ he answered. ‘Just look at that beauty,’ he added, almost as if to himself. ‘I’ll wager she won’t need any keys at all.’

Taking the steps two at a time, Ell had begun to jump up the spiral staircase in her fur-edged purple rubber boots. They were a little too big, a hand-me-down gift from Kay which she had not yet quite grown into. They made her seem smaller than she was; clumsy, a little delicate. At the fifth or sixth step she turned round, grinning impishly, her face flushed and radiant after the cold air outside, her full lips pink and puckered. With an air of priestlike gravity, as if she were performing a sacred ritual, she took her hand from her pocket, opening her palm to reveal three of the jacks she had been playing with earlier at home. ‘Knucklebones’, their father called them; it was that rare thing, a game he approved of, and he always said the same thing – ‘a very ancient game of skill – and chance’. Ell was the acknowledged master of anything and everything to do with jacks, and she wore her title with pride. Now she tossed the little stars into the air, flipped her slender hand with a dancer’s grace, and caught them neatly upon her knuckles.

Kay smiled. Show off.

It is sometimes the case that something exceptionally beautiful happens just before a calamity. The calamity even seems to reach back in time and twiddle the beautiful thing round, making it even more beautiful because of what was about to happen – or anyway, Kay thought a few moments later, that’s how it comes to seem.

Ell looked so beautiful standing there, her lips grinning and pursed at once, her eyes dancing in the light from the lantern in the centre of the lobby, her radiant red hair now loosely draped across her shoulders, her whole form alight with daring and mischief. And then she started to take a step in those big, stupid purple boots, and tripped, and fell, and her face hit the floor first. The jacks clattered on to the stones before her outstretched hand.

In the gap before she could cry out, the porter, Rex, jumped to his feet and sprang lightly over to her. He reached down, lithe and strong, and caught her up. The movement was sinuous, the spring and cradle entirely balletic. Kay hardly had time to breathe before he was sitting down again, the whole sobbing form of her sister tightly, snugly nestled in his arms. She watched, at once shocked and mesmerized. For her part, Ell settled into Rex’s arms as if he were a hearth.

Slowly he rocked her; slowly the little girl’s sobs subsided. Kay noticed she was gripping Rex’s keys so hard that her hand had turned white; a piece of sharp iron had made a welt on the edge of her palm. She held them out. The noise shook Rex from something like a reverie, and he looked up at her. Everything seemed to be happening very slowly. Ell sat up on his knee, as if awaking, and she, too, looked at Kay. Rex took the keys. Still he stared. And then Kay saw it: a perfect symmetry between the old man and the little girl – as if cut from a single stone by the same hand, as if painted in the same colours, as if sung by the same singer, they regarded her with their heads at an angle, their eyes at one focus, their mouths equally parted. All was equal. Kay froze.

‘Sometimes,’ Rex said slowly, somehow at once both fulfilling and breaking the spell, ‘something exceptionally beautiful happens just before a calamity.’

Every hair on the back of Kay’s neck stood up, but not in fear. His eyes were too kind for that – as if they were the eyes of her own sister. Sometimes, somehow, something.

‘I think these are yours,’ he said to Ell as he tipped the three spilled jacks from his palm into hers. Ell looked at them, picked one out and presented it to him.

Just then Clare Worth came running two at a time down the spiral stairs. She sprinted past them, out through the double doors and into the courtyard. Rex set Ell on her feet, then, with some deliberateness, put his hands on his knees, pushing himself up. Slipping the jack in his pocket and hooking the keys back on to his belt, he held the girls’ hands, and they walked after Clare Worth as quickly as he could. A few minutes later, safely belted in the back seat of the car, both girls turned as their mother – oblivious – pulled out of the Pitt car park. They were still stunned, watching for the old man on his step. He stood there, looking, Kay thought, like a man composed all of sadness, like someone condemned for a crime he did not commit. His hand was raised in farewell.

It was the same at St Nick’s. No one seemed to know Edward More there, either; and the college room where Kay had spent her half-term holidays, looking impatiently out of the window at the afternoon activity, had someone else’s name over the door. In fact, it had the same name over the door as that on the board in the Pitt: DR ANDREA LESSING. Only this time the light inside was on, and the woman who answered Clare Worth’s knocking appeared to be as surprised as they were. She was tall, but also somehow small and delicate, and Kay thought her bones were probably as thin and wispy as her gold hair. She was wrapped up in serpentine coils of scarves and throws.

‘I have no idea what you can possibly mean,’ she said. ‘I’ve had these rooms for the last fifteen years. I’ve never had any other rooms for as long as I have been at St Nick’s. Have a look round,’ she continued, stepping back from the door and gesturing around the room with fine, elegant fingers. Kay thought they looked, each one, like nimble snakes, writhing with venom and muscle. ‘These are my books, my things, my work.’ Kay’s mum had been frantically explaining while two porters hovered nervously on the stairs behind them, unsure whether to intervene. ‘I really can’t help you,’ Dr Andrea Lessing added. ‘In fact, I was just about to go home for the holiday.’ She started to close the door, but Clare Worth had seen something, and she wedged her foot firmly in the way.

‘I don’t know you,’ she said accusingly. Kay shrank from the menace in her mother’s voice.

‘I am sorry for that, but I hardly think it’s my fault,’ replied Dr Andrea Lessing.

‘Are you an archaeologist?’ Clare Worth’s eyes moved more wildly now, ranging around the room, trying to make out the titles of the books just to the left of the door. The light was low. Kay noticed that her own leg was shaking, so she pressed her foot hard into the floor of the staircase. ‘I see you have some of the same books my husband has,’ she said. ‘Many of the same books, in fact. Do you work on the Fragments Project?’

‘Mrs More –’

‘My name is Worth.’

‘Mrs Worth, really, I’m sorry, I don’t have time for this. Yes, I do, but no, I really must ask you to let me close the door and get home to my family.’ Dr Andrea Lessing was pushing the door. Kay’s mum’s foot was sliding back on the wooden boards. Then her heel hit the ridge where the raised lip of the door-frame blocked the draught. Her foot held. There was an awkward silence, and the porters started to shift, leaning forward as if about to intervene. Kay drew a breath and raised her hand to reach out, to touch her mother on the shoulder or at the vulnerable place at the tip of her elbow. She wanted to get her out of this place. Instead, Ell’s hand shot out and took hers; her face was fierce and full.

‘Do you know about the Bride of Bithynia?’ It was her mother’s most level, grave, but also, now, desperate tone.

Kay knew it the way she knew how the stone outcrop behind her house felt to her knee when she smashed down upon it with her full weight. She knew it as well as she knew the tread of the stairs to her room, the soft click of the door’s latch behind her, and the comforting, lofty quiet of her top bunk. And she knew that the diminutive Dr Andrea Lessing had to be pushing with enormous force, because this door suddenly slammed shut on her mother, knocking her back on to her left foot and very nearly crushing Kay and Ell against the cold and flaking plaster of the stairwell.

Clare Worth looked dazed, her daughters not less so. The porters were clearly distressed and apologetic. For some reason they could not explain or understand, they felt a sympathy for Clare Worth, whom they knew they knew, though they couldn’t say the first thing about Edward More. They kept saying so to one another in muted tones as they walked back through Sealing Court. Clare Worth seemed to have given up trying to understand. The porters held the door for the girls as they stepped through the wicket of the Tree Court gate, back into Litter Lane, where they had distractedly ditched the car half an hour before. With gingerly moving fingers the two men ushered the gate closed behind them, as softly as they could, trying not to give the impression, Kay thought, that they were shutting them out. But they were shutting them out. And the moment the lock clicked, Kay’s mum began to cry. She didn’t move from the gate or put her hands to her face. She just looked down. The only sound Kay could hear was a ventilation fan up the alley, pumping steam and the smell of grease out from the college kitchens. Ell shivered at Kay’s light touch.

‘Mum,’ Kay said.

‘Yes, Katharine, what?’

‘Mum, there was something strange about that porter at the Pitt. Rex.’

‘What, Katharine?’ She was still crying. Clare Worth didn’t sob when she cried, but the tears now came quickly and heavily.

‘Well, for one thing, when you were walking up to Dad’s office – well, what should have been Dad’s office – and the courtyard was really quiet, your feet were making a lot of noise on the stone, and you were leaving footprints in the grass. And so were we. I checked.’ Ell had been kicking a cobble. Now she stopped.

‘Yes, of course, Kay.’ Clare was reaching in her pocket to find an old tissue, which she laboriously picked apart and flattened. She sounded annoyed. Kay took and squeezed Ell’s hand while she waited, but Ell pulled it away and stared hard at her sister, as if to warn her off, to make her stop. Ell was always telling her not to bother Mum, not to stick her nose into other people’s business.

‘Well, you know how that old porter had a limp or something? And he walked heavily? But he didn’t leave any prints on the grass, and I don’t think I could hear his feet on the cobbles at all.’

‘Katharine.’ Clare Worth exchanged the tissue in her hand for the keys in her pocket and unlocked the car. ‘That’s the very least of my worries right now. Something horrible is going on, and footprints in the frost don’t matter. Not at all.’ She stood up and bore down on her daughters with newly hardened eyes. ‘Now get in.’

In the back of the car, Ell’s face was wearing that fierce look again. ‘Told you,’ said her eyes.

So Kay didn’t mention the other things on her mind: Ell’s fall, the strange kindness and familiarity of the porter, and something she thought she’d seen in the room at St Nick’s – what should have been her father’s room, but was the room of Dr Andrea Lessing. Something she had seen while her mother was being pushed back on to her left foot as the door closed abruptly behind the enormous strength of a very slight woman. Instead the two girls sat quietly and the car moved slowly, almost reluctantly, through the empty, dark streets, past the reaching winter spines of the chestnuts and the hawthorns and the oaks and the beeches and, above all, the countless lime trees, blacker than the visible light of the black night. And she didn’t ask about the Bride of Bithynia, and they ate their cold supper where it still sat on the plates Clare Worth had set out in the afternoon. And because of the tears that sometimes drew and dropped down their mother’s cheeks, the girls did as they were asked, or expected, and never once thought of their baubled and tinselled tree, unlit, or of the wooden box that contained their stockings, which in the past they had always hung from the mantel on Christmas Eve. And they never once dared open the door of their father’s study, for fear of the emptiness Kay was sure (her ear pressed to the door’s painted wood) would lie within it – the vacant shelves, the cleared desk, the stacks of papers that would not stand there on the floor where they had always stood before. The girls never once uttered a single word. Instead they brushed their teeth, and they dressed for bed, and they turned off the light. And all the time, without speaking at all, Kay kept her right eye shut, and Ell picked at her hands, and Clare Worth wiped those occasional tears from the bottom of her jaw on the left side, so that they didn’t drip on her blouse.

But when Kay climbed up into her bunk bed, she felt something on her pillow. It was a card. She knew at once that she hadn’t left a card on her bed. It was small and stiff, about the size of the train tickets they sometimes got when Mum took them to Ely for a summer picnic. Kay held it up. She couldn’t read the writing at first; but a light shone from her mother’s room, where – uncharacteristically – she was sobbing a little, and a shaft of it, shooting through a crack in the door, caught the card as Kay turned it. Then the silvery letters leaped out, glittering in her hands. It read:
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Kay was exhausted, and below her Ell had as usual fallen asleep the moment her head hit the pillow. Listening to her deep breaths made Kay the drowsier, and she looked more and more vacantly at the strange card as it clung to the light in her weakening hand. Just before her left lid finally collapsed, and just as her hand was dropping out of its shaft of light, she might briefly have glimpsed the other side of the card, with its carefully stencilled and embossed silver emblem – the very symbol that, an hour before, she thought she had seen on a book lying on Dr Andrea Lessing’s wide wooden desk; a symbol she definitely had seen several times that day: the body of a snake entwined with the blade of a sword.




‘Is it done?’

‘Yes.’

‘And have they left no trace?’

‘Nothing.’

‘And the children?’

‘The children?’

‘Has no one taken order for the children?’

‘But –’

‘You are a fool.’

‘But the order sheet –’

‘You are every one of you fools. Did I not use the old words so that you might understand? Did I not speak them in your ear, as in the old tales that you love? The snake must strike with the sword.’

‘It will be done as you say.’

‘They must all be destroyed – the thieving fox and his little cubs.’

‘As you order it, so it will be.’

‘See that it is.’
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The Author

Kay was suddenly aware that she had been hearing voices. It was completely dark, so it had still to be night. She turned over very quietly on to her right side, and strained into her ears to hear. At first, still drowsy, she thought it was her mother talking on the phone; but these were low voices, men’s voices, and distant – maybe downstairs or in the garden. Then she realized, again at a stroke, that it was dark because her eyes were closed. Though at first slightly afraid to look, she cracked her left eye open imperceptibly. Everything appeared as black as if she had left it shut – until perhaps she saw a flash of light like a headlight sweeping across her window.

She was imagining it. It was nothing but the wind, the moon. Her father said she had such an imagination. Give her a pebble, he said, and she will build a castle.

‘Ow!’ It was a whisper, or a kind of sharp and hissing breath, but it was loud and unmistakable.

‘It’s hardly my fault you’re so slow. Or that we’re gambolling about on gables for the second time in twelve hours.’

‘We’ve been over this already. I couldn’t have known she would take it with her. It’s not altogether customary to go about town with someone’s tooth in your pocket, now, is it? I admit I was wrong in the Habsburg case –’

‘You couldn’t have been more wrong in the Habsburg case –’

‘And I said I admit it. But that’s quite a different matter. Failing to collect a tooth and omitting – well, omitting a whole body are not, the last time I looked, even on the same page of the code.’

‘You didn’t just miss the body.’

Kay was more alert now, and her left eye widened. The voices were coming from outside, and there was a light, a light that every so often swept across her window behind the curtain. It must be a torch, she thought. There had been a fair amount of grunting and scrabbling, but that stopped now.

‘Look, you weren’t there. As I testified at the tribunal, it was an honest mistake. The order said, Archduke Bartolomeo, Prince of Prussia, and the address was a villa in Vienna. So I went to the place, searched it and identified the subject. I followed procedure and submitted the order sheet. He must have known I was coming. It’s not my fault he switched the body – I mean, his body – for someone else’s. And it looked the same to me; it was right where I’d left it, under a mulberry tree in a courtyard garden, wrapped in a silk kaftan. Still haven’t figured out how he knew I was coming.’

‘That’s hardly the point. You removed the emperor, by the muses!’

‘Well, that was a bit on the embarrassing side, I admit. But how was I to know he was the emperor? It’s not as if I’d ever seen him up close. Emperor Shmemperor. And like I said, he was just where I’d left the archduke, all wrapped up and dozing under the mulberry tree, as dukishly as you like. Arch as can be. Now what’s an emperor doing dozing under a mulberry tree? I ask you.’

‘He was wearing the imperial crown, Will.’

‘Look, Flip, I’m in removals now. I’m a removals guy. I’m not a herald, I’m not a lawyer and I’m definitely not an emperor. For better or worse – mainly, if truth be told, for worse – I’m in removals. I remove.’

‘By the stones, Will, you may be my best friend, but you’re still half idiot. Ow!’

Then the grunting started again, and Kay heard a scraping noise – the tiles, the tiles on the lower part of the roof. She flinched; these voices were close.

‘Anyway, this is hardly comparable. We’ll just pop in, find the tooth and get out again. Nothing simpler.’

‘When it comes to working with you, Will, nothing is ever simple.’

The light outside the curtain was bright now, and Kay reckoned they were just on the other side of the window. Something was sounding a note in her head like the muffled bell of a broken alarm clock. A tooth? What were they talking about?

Kay tried to sit up straight, but the blood rushed from her head and the world spun giddily around her. And then she remembered the card that had been on her pillow – the card that was now under her pillow. She pulled it out and looked at it again. There at the bottom, in large letters, it clearly read, Removals. So these were the removers, Will O. de Wisp and Philip R. T. Gibbet. But who were they here to remove?

Like a wave it broke on her: they were talking about her father’s tooth – his wisdom tooth, which he had had removed last year and had given her (reluctantly) because she had asked him for it. Begged him for it, in fact. To remember. She kept it in the left pocket of her cardigan, which was hanging – where? – on the near post of her bed. The cardigan she had been wearing on Christmas Eve. Today. Yesterday.

They were very close now, close to the window, probably shoved up against the ledge. All the scrabbling and scraping against the roof tiles, so clear in the dark stillness of the house, had stopped. In the silence she could hear the latch turning. As quickly as she could, she reached out her hand, stretched down until the blood screamed in her head, felt her way into the pocket of her cardigan and retrieved the tooth. She put it in the palm of her right hand, which she clenched into a fist under her pillow. Then she closed her open eye and, pressing her head with great purpose into the soft down, pretended to be asleep.

Every space has its own noise, like a fingerprint. Most of the time no one notices this noise, of course – it might be a hum, or in some seasons an occasional creak, a draught, the skittering of birds or maybe mice or hedgehogs in the garden. In the winter, for the girls’ room, this ambient noise was the quiet voice of the tall evergreens two or three metres outside their window, swaying in the wind or scraping against the corner of the house when disturbed by some night-foraging animal. As Kay lay in her bed with her eyes tightly closed (too tightly? – she relaxed them) and her right hand clutching her father’s tooth beneath her pillow, that familiar noise changed completely – opened up as a draught swept in past the curtain. The two men were in the room.

Kay’s heart stamped.

‘Ow!’ One of them tripped off the sill, crashed through the curtain and landed heavily on the floor. Kay held her breath, certain that her mother would have heard it, or that Ell at least would wake up.

‘Sshhh,’ said a voice from the window. And then, ‘Is this tooth really necessary? What happens if we just leave it?’

‘Flip, if you want to go back and submit the order sheet to Ghast without all the movables accounted for, that’s up to you.’ Will sounded like he was sitting up as he whispered, ‘To be perfectly frank with you, after the whole Habsburg business I don’t mind if I never see Ghast’s dirty little nostrils widen at me again … Hmm. I think I may develop a bruise.’

‘Well, I hope so,’ said Flip. ‘There’d be no fun left in pushing you if you didn’t get hurt once in a while.’

At this Kay dared to crack her left eye open again. Between the fuzz of her parting lashes she saw the light of the torch held in the hand emerging from behind the curtain. It was pointing at the wall opposite her – or, rather, panning the wall as Flip began searching for the tooth.

‘Where do you reckon she keeps it?’ Flip said, the top of his head curling round the heavy curtain to look down at Will, who was still rubbing his shin.

In the dim light Kay could see almost nothing about them, except that they both seemed very tall, almost stretched or elongated – like the thinned and distorted shadows of normal shapes cast by a light lying on the ground.

‘And would you mind getting up to help me, please?’ said Flip as an impossibly endless leg (like a spider’s, Kay thought) came swinging over the sill and under the curtain. The rest of him followed lankily into the cramped room. Flip turned immediately back to the far wall – to the bookcase, the chest of drawers and the small pile of toys still tumbled in the corner where Ell had left them that morning. Which was lucky, because what Will said next made Kay, for only the tiniest second, open her eye very wide indeed – and had Flip been looking in her direction, he could not have missed it.

‘The order sheet,’ said Will noisily as he unfolded a crumpled piece of paper retrieved from his coat, ‘says it will be in the left pocket of her cardigan. Or, with a very low probability, in her right hand.’

‘Cardigan?’ asked Flip.

‘Bedpost,’ Will shot back. And then the light swung round, and Flip’s body followed it, leaving Kay a split second to squeeze her eye shut again. She held her breath and concentrated on not moving her right fist, with its now precious prize, even a millimetre. But for all her heroic self-control, for all her theatrical stillness, it was already too late. Over the top of his paper, even as he spoke, Will’s eyes had settled directly upon her.

Kay felt everything change in the room around her.

Everything.

‘Flip,’ breathed Will, staring at Kay in a way that she could feel all over her face, despite the fact that her eyes were jammed shut. ‘Flip, we have a problem.’

Kay’s heart beat a path right out of her chest and into her throat. It was suddenly so tight in her head that she could hardly hear them as they carried on talking.

‘Will, you are a problem,’ answered Flip. ‘What now?’

For an instant there was complete silence, and Kay was dimly aware of the sound of the fir tree outside scraping against the gutter.

‘We’ve been witnessed,’ Will said in the same low and measured voice. ‘It’s all right, little girl, you can open your eye,’ he said. ‘We won’t bite.’

‘But I read the order sheet. The order sheet doesn’t say anything about her being a witness,’ Flip whispered hard, like a hawk plummeting to strike, as he stepped over to Will and took the papers. He hauled Will to his feet and then began to scan them. ‘Nope,’ he said, running his finger down the page. ‘No, no, no, no. No powers, no history, no prophecy, no witness. She’s entirely clean. No bio on her whatsoever. She can’t see us. She can’t see us for what we really are.’

‘She can see us all right,’ said Will, peering at Kay. He was so tall that his head, slightly bowed under the pitch of the sloping ceiling, was level with her own as she lay on the top bunk. He cocked it to one side to look straight at her. ‘Hello,’ he said in a friendly voice, cracking a smile. ‘Hello, little witness. Let’s have a look at you.’

Kay huddled back against the wall as his gathering hands suddenly loomed out of the darkness towards her, but it was no use resisting – he was as strong as he was tall, and despite the wadded blankets he had her sitting up in a second. She buried her right hand behind her, almost sitting on it under a lump of duvet.

‘Ah. I think we’ve located the tooth,’ Will said over his shoulder. ‘In her hand, just as the sheet says.’

Kay had a good stare at him in the indirect light from the torch, which Flip had trained on the pages of the order sheet as he raced hurriedly through them. Will was broad and tall but, on more careful consideration, strangely skinny. The light almost seemed to shine through his shoulders. His neck also appeared normal enough until you looked right at it, when it would suddenly seem to stretch, or twist, or narrow – or something. She couldn’t put her finger on it. He was dressed in a long robe or cloak like a housecoat, with a thick rope belt around his waist. The cuffs of his sleeves flared like trumpets, but his wrists were as bony and wraith-like as everything else about him, seeming to disappear into the cavity of his clothing. But he had been so strong, she thought, lifting her up and sitting her back on the bed as if she were almost weightless. And, she noticed suddenly as she searched again for his face, he had a strange way of looking at you with only one of his eyes at a time, or perhaps with both eyes but differently. And with his left eye he was by now studying her very closely. He leaned forward, putting his chin on the edge of her mattress, his elegantly fingered hands tucked up beneath it.

‘So,’ he said in a very soft and winning voice, ‘are you going to give us the tooth? Because I for one would like to go home and get some rest.’

Kay shook her head slowly, then a bit faster.

Will’s smile dissipated, and he frowned comically at her from beneath furrowed brows. ‘You’re not?’ he asked. He frumped, sticking out his lower lip.

Kay shook her head again.

‘She says she’s not going to give us the tooth,’ said Will over his shoulder.

Flip was still running his finger down page after page of the order sheet, and seemed not to be able to hear anything but his own murmuring.

Will turned back to the bed. ‘Why? Don’t you want me to get some rest?’ He tried smiling again.

Kay stared at him. She wasn’t sure she could speak even if she wanted to. Her throat felt as if it had suddenly been transformed into a brown paper bag.

‘It’s just that that tooth is extremely important to my career prospects,’ Will said, nodding. ‘If I don’t bring it back to my boss, I might get, you know, laid off.’ He shook his head. ‘And then what would I do? Freelance fabling? Not a good line of work,’ he went on, pausing with two very angular, narrow eyebrows raised. ‘Ethically very dubious.’

‘Will.’ Flip looked up from his papers with a desperate blankness. ‘They’re not all here. The papers. The order sheet. There’s another page. Look – here, at the bottom … it says, page eighteen of nineteen, and then that’s it, that’s the last sheet. So there’s another one. Where is the last sheet, Will? Will, tell me you have the last sheet.’ Flip had moved quickly over to the bed, and in a frenzied haste was digging his hands on either side into Will’s cloak pockets.

Will, who had stood up slightly stiffly with a sort of doomed but resigned look on a face that now looked lined and haggard, was shoving his own hands deep into other pockets. Kay could hear the chink of metal and the rustle of paper, and many other strange noises besides as the four hands groped around inside more pockets than she could keep track of; pockets that seemed to dive well beyond the depth of a standard lining.

Flip was in up to his elbows when Will suddenly brightened. ‘Here, I think I’ve got it.’

It was a piece of paper folded up very bulkily into a small square. In the dim light Will began gingerly to unpick it from its various tucks and creases.

‘Oh, yes, I remember now,’ he said as he undid the last fold and tried to flatten it out against the side of Kay’s bed, gently stretching along the creases. ‘I had a terrible sneezing fit just as Ghast gave me the order, and –’

‘I’ll have that,’ Flip broke in as he swiped the paper impatiently from Will’s hand and began to read.

Will made a face at Kay that seemed to say, Yuck. She almost giggled.

‘Oh no. No – for the love of all that follows, no. Will, you really are a walking disaster.’

With a quick snatch of her left hand Kay grabbed the corner of her duvet and drew it up over her knees and around her shoulders. The air in the room had become uncomfortably cold, and the curtain continued to flutter with the light breeze outside. She huddled in the top corner of her bed and flexed her right fist behind her, feeling the edges of her father’s tooth in her palm. That hand was clammily hot; the rest of her body, by contrast, was freezing. The cold would be sure to wake Ell, she thought, for Ell was a light sleeper at the best of times. Will had gone back to watching her intently – or, rather, watching intently that part of her right arm that disappeared behind her back – while Flip kept up his agitated reading and muttering.

‘You’re not going to believe this,’ Flip said with a sigh, looking up. Kay saw the same angular face, the same high brows, the same strange gaze. ‘I’d better read it to you in full.’

‘If it means Ghast is going to dazzle me with his nasal musculature, I’d really rather you didn’t.’ Will laid his right cheek gently on the mattress and closed his left eye. Kay noticed how, although his brows were black, his hair shone a silvery white in the low light from Flip’s torch.

‘No, I’m afraid you have to hear this. It’s an order proviso, double-underlined, at the foot of the inventory. It’s in Ghast’s own hand. Note, it says. Domestic removal must be performed while the subject’s family is off the premises. Under no circumstances attempt to capture subject or movables in their presence. Do not approach them, even in their sleep. Did you hear that, Will? We’re not even supposed to be here. Oh, for the love of the nine sisters, I can’t believe this.’ He paused and took a deep breath. ‘But there’s more. This is the best bit. You’re going to love this,’ he said, looking up with an expression that seemed to suggest anything but love, and stared at Will’s hunched back. ‘Subject’s daughter is an author. She’s not a witness, you unplottable oaf, she’s an author.’

Only then, when he stopped speaking, did Kay realize that Will had begun quietly humming to himself – a quick, zippy sort of song. But he stopped at those last words, and there was total silence in the room. Not even the garden’s evergreen boughs stirred in this void.

‘An author,’ Flip repeated quietly, and his arm fell to his side, and the torch drooped until its beam shone directly, and very brightly, on the tiny patch of carpet in front of his left knee. Kay was relieved to find herself back in the anonymity of near darkness. Her heart had stopped racing now, and the violent trembling that had made her gather up her duvet had subsided. She thought, as she suddenly found herself swallowing easily and clearing the lump in her throat, that she could speak. So she did.

‘Excuse me,’ she said. And, more timidly, ‘Who are you?’

Will propped his chin back up on the mattress and opened his eye, staring directly into her face from the gloom. His iris looked a deep and inexhaustible grey, and in this light the crow’s feet opening into his cheeks seemed to gape like cracks.

Those cracks. Kay was scared she might fall into one of them. ‘And what do you mean, I’m an author, please?’

‘We’re going to have to tell her everything,’ Will said to Flip as he continued to regard her carefully but kindly. And then, after a pause, very softly, he said, ‘An author. I never thought I would see another author.’

Flip, who had been kneeling bowed on the floor, stood up slowly, as if he were extraordinarily tired. He lifted the torch, throwing light again around the room, and Kay watched him carefully as he turned and, though still slightly stooped, lifted his shoulders to their full height. He passed the torch to his right hand, came up beside Will, put his left arm over his shoulder and then lifted the torch up on to the top bunk, resting it on the bottom corner of the duvet, pointing towards the back wall.

‘I’m Flip,’ he said, ‘and this is Will. We’re wraiths.’

Kay stared at them, then tried swallowing again.

‘I knew that much,’ she said. They both started. ‘Your names, I mean. It’s because I woke up when you were coming up the roof. I heard what you were saying,’ she explained. ‘But I don’t understand what you’re doing here, or why you left me this card, or why you want my father’s tooth. Or anything. And I wish you would close the window before Ell and I catch cold.’ With her left hand she handed Will the card as Flip ducked behind him to pull the window shut.

‘Flip, we should do this introduction properly,’ Will said. Flip nodded slowly with his lips pursed pensively together. ‘It’s like this,’ Will went on. ‘I’m Will O. de Wisp, wraith and removals man, Fellow of the Honourable Society of Wraiths and Phantasms.’ He stepped back and bowed. ‘This is my friend Flip Gibbet, also of the Honourable Society and, well, also in removals. We’ve got an order here from the Sergeant of the Honourable Society to remove your father; an order that comes directly from the top. We started the job this morning and finished with the movables this evening, but we neglected to collect one item – the tooth I think you are hiding in your fist back there – so we had to come back before we could submit for completion. Now, normally we wouldn’t have had any trouble with this whatsoever, but seeing as you’re an author …’ He stumbled over this again, and for a moment breathed quickly. ‘As you’re an author,’ he repeated, ‘you overheard us and woke up and got involved, and, well, now we have to deal with you.’

Kay looked at Flip, who was nodding slightly, his head tilted to his shoulder. Suddenly he seemed to have thought of or remembered something, and he reached quickly into one of his cloak pockets.

‘I’m sure I’ve got one somewhere,’ he said. And then he pulled out a black eyepatch like a pirate’s, and held it out to her. ‘You might be needing this for a short while, just till your eyes get used to it. It could be easier on the cheeks.’

Leaning forward slightly, Kay took it carefully from him, only to draw quickly back again to pin her right arm against the wall. Settled, she looked at the patch in her hand, where it lay like a dark blot in the darker darkness.

‘Will,’ said Flip. ‘Something tells me this one isn’t going to need a patch.’

Will hadn’t shifted or broken Kay’s gaze, but suddenly he seemed to be staring into her eyes as if she were the dawn and he had waited all night to see her rise.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Yes. Keep the patch if you like, but for now, try opening your eyes. Just –’ and here he folded his arms up and across his chest, then spread them out like a flower blooming, to take in the whole of the dark room around them – ‘just try to keep looking at the world lightly. Or don’t try – just let it happen. See with two eyes as if they were one.’

Kay let her lids fall gently closed, relaxing all the muscles in her face. It was such a relief that it almost hurt. She thought maybe the wraiths might try to steal the tooth while her eyes were shut, that it was all a ruse. For a second she tensed. But the lightness in her face was too great a pleasure to be surrendered. Lightly. She opened her eyes.

The wraiths were still there. Kay’s lids blinked fast as a butterfly.

‘Now you’re practically one of us,’ said Will. And then, his face changing, he added hurriedly, ‘Ma’am.’

Kay stared stupidly back at them, not sure what to say. Her mother was always telling her to be frank, and never to use two words where she could make herself understood with one. She cut to the chase.

‘What do you mean, you have to deal with me? Why do you want my tooth? Where have you put my father?’

Flip answered this time. ‘Well – ma’am,’ he said, looking quickly – and was it questioningly? – at Will, ‘it’s as my colleague says. We had an order to remove your father, and we did; and when you remove someone, you also have to take all the movables, the things, associated with that person, so that no trace of them survives in the place from which they have been removed. Otherwise they go on – well, you just do. And we have a complete inventory of his movables –’ here he held up the first eighteen pages of the order sheet he had studied so carefully – ‘but my esteemed partner here –’ and here he turned pointedly, at very close range, to Will, and clownishly stuck out the tip of his tongue – ‘managed to miss one item – the tooth – during completion this afternoon. So here we are.’

They were clearly not used to explaining themselves, Kay thought. She noticed that she had relaxed her grip a bit on the duvet and she shifted her weight slightly to make herself more comfortable. She sat up a bit higher.

‘It’s not every day,’ Flip went on, ‘that a wraith runs into a witness while on a job, but when it happens – it happened, you know, to my cousin Hinkypunk just last year,’ he said, turning to Will, who nodded vigorously and with great compassion. ‘Well, when it happens, you have to remove the witness, too. Then the Sergeant settles it.’

Kay looked at them, a bit more nervously now. She still had no idea what was involved in being ‘removed’ or what an ‘author’ was, and she was about to ask when Flip suddenly prevented her by adding quickly, ‘But of course we can’t remove you, you being an author and all.’ He smiled brightly and looked at Will.

Will looked puzzled. ‘We can’t?’ he said.

‘No, we can’t,’ said Flip with finality.

Kay broke in abruptly. ‘But what is –?’

But just then, more abruptly still, from the bunk below, Ell gave a loud yawn, murmured something only partly intelligible, and turned heavily over in her sleep. They had all forgotten her. After a moment of what looked like panic in the two wraiths’ faces, only Kay was left in a slight agitation, anxious lest Ell should wake up and get removed herself.

Flip, cool again, seemed to understand her worry before she voiced it. ‘It’s quite all right. According to the order sheet, which is always correct, neither your mother nor your sister can see us or hear us – I mean, really see us for what we are. Had they received our calling card, they wouldn’t have noticed it. They’d have thought it a blank scrap. Had they heard our voices, it would have been the wind moaning. If they’d bumped into us, they would have persuaded themselves that we were other people entirely, or perhaps that they had imagined us. It’s a trick in the way you look at things, or the way you get others to look at things.’ With one long, elegant finger he tapped his temple at the corner of his eye. ‘Only witnesses can really see us.’

‘And authors, obviously,’ Will added.

‘Who are you?’ Ell asked sleepily from the bunk below.

Now, Kay thought, the wraiths really were stunned. They stood so rigid that they bumped their heads on the ceiling.

‘Was this on the order sheet?’ Will asked.

Flip shook his head. Very slowly they let their eyes sink to the lower bunk, then inclined their heads and dipped their shoulders; and soon they were both doubled over, staring intensely at Ell. She was rubbing her right eye with her right fist. Her strawberry curls bobbed softly about her round, plump face as she herself bobbed slightly, still waking from a deep sleep. She yawned again, and propped herself up a bit higher on her elbow.

‘Are you visiting Mummy?’ she asked, looking back and forth from one to the other. ‘Is Daddy back? Is Kay here?’

Kay was here; in fact, she was already on the bunk ladder, and it wasn’t two seconds before she was beside her little sister, her right hand and the tooth already firmly dug in behind them in a wad of duvet, as before.

‘This,’ said Flip, ‘is unexpected in the very extremest sense.’

‘This is downright creepy,’ agreed Will.

‘If we go with you,’ Kay said quickly, ‘can we get our father back?’

Flip had already started to shake his head, and was about to explain about the irreversibility of removal, when Will cut him off abruptly.

‘That’s something you’d have to take up with Sergeant Ghast,’ he said. ‘But I’m sure he would be only too happy to discuss it with you. And we could have you there very quickly.’

Flip began to protest. ‘Will, she’s a child, and it’s a day’s flight, and Ghast –’

‘No, Flip. In all our years we’ve never left an author behind – and this one is something special, or I’m not a phantasm.’

‘What’s a phantasm,’ Kay blurted. It wasn’t even a question.

‘A wraith. An appearance,’ Will said. ‘Something or someone that appears. Someone who is both there and not there.’

‘So you’re not really here?’

‘I’m here,’ Will answered.

‘I’m not,’ said Flip with an exasperated shake of his head. ‘I’m off.’ He strode to the window and levered his long body between the curtains. They heard him slide across the short slope of the roof, then swing down to the ground. His footsteps crunched away across the frosty grass.

‘Fine,’ said Kay decisively, ‘we’ll go. But I keep the tooth.’

‘What tooth? Go where?’ asked Ell. ‘Where are we going, Kay?’

‘To find Dad,’ she replied. Just then the window, off its latch, swung in a gust wildly against the metal frame, then back out into the wide, black, icy night.
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