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Chapter One
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Noah was always drawn to the East End of London, where his family had initially settled. It was a place where death stalked the streets, hunting for lost souls, and graves blossomed in the overcrowded cemeteries. As an outsider, he was more comfortable amongst the bustling intensity of life, the human litter and the blighted poor rather than under the scrutiny and judgement of their neighbours in Hampsted. This place reflected the exalted river, the tidal traffic always moving, never hesitating, the tension in the creaking hulls, rigging and sails, and everyone always searching for something more. In this place, the actions of a few decided the fates of so many.

In the late afternoon, a warm wind blew, bringing torrential rain and causing everyone to dash for shelter. Noah pushed open the heavy oak door and entered the pub. He stood for a moment, dripping onto the stone floor as his eyes skirted the margins of the room and peered into every shadow, searching for any hint of threat. It appeared that the whole of the East End had crawled out from under the arches, the alleys, docks, and factories to congregate in the warm and congenial atmosphere. It was only the women and children who sheltered within the damp-soaked walls of houses and hovels.

“Are you just gonna stand there making puddles on my floor,” the barman called over.

“I’ll have a pint of my usual,” he replied, nodding over and smiling at a few acquaintances.

Noah had arrived early to drink a pint in peace, soak up the atmosphere of the place he loved and to watch and listen. He recognised many of the faces. There were those who held lies within their smiling lips and eyes, the crooks, a conspiratorial bunch of union men leaning in to discuss secrets, the sheepish-looking man hiding from the landlord who was coming to claim his rent, the honest and hardworking friends having finished their days shift and the sick and inert. 

Noah chose a booth against the far wall. He pushed a bag full of his life’s most essential possessions between his legs. From this position, he had a view of the bar and the door, tables opposite the window and several others occupying the space between. 

The room was cloudy with smoke from the fire, cigarettes and pipes. He enjoyed the anonymity of sitting by the far wall, hiding within the confines of the two facing high-backed wooden benches and being able to attend to his innermost thoughts while gulping down a pint of beer in the steamy atmosphere. The many voices of the crowded room blended into a mumbling soporific backdrop as he watched the comings and goings of people as they headed to the bar or sought out the company of friends.

There was a loud gust of shrieking wind whenever the door was flung open as another customer entered. Noah flicked a look at two men rushing in to escape the storm and continued to watch as they hurried up to the bar. The strangers had a conspicuously wealthy and educated appearance. One was a gangly-looking youth with a pop-marked face, wide mouth with lips as thin as strands of cotton, dark floppy hair and glistening dark eyes. His companion, a rotund older man, was wiping his glasses on a handkerchief. Placing his spectacles back on his face, he scanned the room with busy beady eyes. The two men shook their coats and removed their hats, and the younger one took them over to the stand in the opposite corner of the room near the door. 

Deep in conversation, they strolled over to the table closest to Noah as though they also wanted to escape unwanted attention. They placed their drinks on the sticky surface, oblivious to the figure hunched in his overcoat partially concealed in the booth. 

“Tell me what you discovered, son,” the older man said with a tone of sincerity and affection.

“I climbed down the ladder into the vertical void and was stunned by what I discovered,” he replied with a shudder. “Firstly, I will have to explain a little about the geology of this place. It is unusual to find such a rocky landscape beneath the London soil, yet here it was.” The man spoke hurriedly and excitedly. He took a deep breath and continued. “Millions of years ago, the tectonic plates collided, causing immense heat and pressure that folded and tilted the earth's strata.”

“Yes, I’ve heard of this and have seen it for myself on a visit to Fingal’s Cave.”

Most in the room were drinking and holding nonsensical conversations, but Noah became distracted by the enthusiastic discussion between the father and son. At first, he was annoyed at being pushed out of his inner ponderings, but as they continued so stridently, he sensed an upsurge of intrigue and listened harder.

“Overcome with the oddness in the appearance of the rocks, I took a closer look. There were two distinct layers from which I took samples to study under the microscope,” the younger man continued. “One layer consisted of extremely rare rocks containing zircon crystals and meteorites, which, in case you don’t know, come from space. To put it simply, that particular layer was much older than the ones that contain dinosaur bones,” he whispered loudly, leaning towards his father while furtively scanning his surroundings with an expression mingled with anxiety and aspiration. “The layers above were utterly dissimilar, consisting of sediment rock and limestone. There were vastly different environments above and below the line. How can the time gap between the strata be so vastly separate, and how can the age of our planet be so astonishingly deep?”

“You said the ground was folded and mixed as the tectonic plates shifted. We should consider that it would be upsetting to many to discover that the planet’s age far exceeds the human scale of existence and that there were perhaps hundreds of millions of years before we emerged on Earth,” the father uttered as though he knew his regular perceptions of the world were about to be violated. “You have to admit without a second opinion your evidence is open to interpretation.”

“I’ve been afraid and unwilling to report my findings because there is much more to this puzzle. There was a third layer between the one above and below, mostly consisting of ash – missing time within our historical landscape. There must have been a devastating fire. It was here, in the dead time full of ash, that I found the most unusual artefact. It is impossible for there to be something buried so far back before the fossil line appears. Erosion, geological upheaval and time itself would cause anything existing then to dissolve and disappear without leaving a trace.”

“We mustn’t attribute agency to what could be a mistake or something mundane,” the older man advised.

“Yet I have something tangible to prove the opposite.”

“Allow me to see what I may discern from this misplaced object.”

“Yes, of course, that is why I wanted us to meet, as you understand artefacts better than I do,” the youth said, reaching into his pocket and handing over a small item.

Noah shuffled along the bench to be closer to the men. He held his breath to listen, eager to devour every crumb of information. Surreptitiously, he held his pint to his lips and kept glancing in their direction.

Beneath his index finger, the older man rolled the small object around in his palm and examined it closely for some time. “It looks like some kind of charm – a golden acorn – all the dimensions and patternation on the surface are perfectly accurate.”

“I was also impressed. I imagined that if it were properly planted and attended to, a golden tree would grow from the seed.” The father’s turtle neck wobbled and went pink as he laughed at the idea's absurdity.

“We must assume it arrived there through some means we have not yet considered. There are underground passages all over this area, and I would presume someone lost it or placed it there for reasons unknown.”

“That is what I initially thought, but it was buried deep within the in-between layer, and I don’t see why anyone exploring the labyrinth would venture into the dangerous abyss. Even if such a thing occurred, there is still a mystery to unravel. As a geologist, my observations and the evidence revealed to me that our civilised world is far older than people would want to believe.”

“Be careful, son; we both know how society preys on those perceived to have a lunatic mind. You don’t want to jeopardise your prospects of an excellent career,” the father said sternly, dropping the precious item back into his son’s waiting hand. “Whether a sceptic or a believer in anything, we can all be wrong.”

Noah was enthralled with the conversation. He was both electrifyingly excited and disturbed. His heart pounded, and when he looked over the room, he had the sensation that everything was swaying as though he’d been thrown into a river.

“That is why I came straight to you. I want time to explore this matter further and see what else I might find.”

“We don’t have the funding, and the factory owner is anxious to start building.”

“What a waste of a beautiful park. You would think the locals would protest.”

“It is indeed widely used, but this is a poor area, and the government doesn't care for these people's well-being; in truth, they need work above all other considerations. Any extension would be impossible.”

The youth looked at the object three or four times before dropping it into his waistcoat pocket with a sigh. “I think perhaps I might be viewing things through a distorted lens as when I glimpsed the tiny spot of gold and as I carefully scraped the ash away with my trowel, I sensed some magic, and when I held it in my hand, I experienced a curious and miraculous apparition. A halo of concentrated light, dense like fog but also transparent, was emitted from the artefact. Then, it was as if another's thoughts were transferred to my mind. I conceived the idea of an unknown civilisation, and these beings were signalling to me from the past as clearly as if they’d carved their story into the rocks.”

“I will remind you that attaching meaning to any object is dangerous.  As scientists, we must follow the evidence and apply reason and logic. It is important not to cross the borderline between myth and reality. When working in such dark and inhospitable places, there are many stresses on the human psyche, and our perceptions may become warped.”

“It could have been gas, but I felt like something interacted with me.”

Noah could sense the others were near and that something was wrong. Automatically, he clasped the amulet that hung around his neck and uttered a prayer. Alex and Maya were the first to enter, followed by Fay carrying a heavy-looking shoulder bag that he presumed held the book and then beside her, his beloved Roza. His eyes focused on Maya. She was hiding beneath a long wool coat, and he noticed she was shrouded in a blue mist. Alex held her arm to support her as she tentatively crossed the wet flagstones.

Noah breathed in the smell of damp wool as Roza slid in beside him while the others took the bench opposite. Maya’s small hands crossed on the table. Her face was white, drained of blood, and she shivered, cold beneath her many layers of clothing.

“The past is an uncomfortable place to travel to,” he said, regretting he’d brought someone so frail to such an anarchic part of the city. “Maya, I can see straight away that you are fading. For some unknown reason, you haven’t attached to this time.” His stern eyes implored her to take him seriously. “You must go back immediately.”

Maya’s eyes were hot and full of watery gloom. “I can’t. They will throw me in jail.” Alex wrapped his arm around her lovingly, but his furrowed forehead and anxious eyes told Noah he was also fretting over Maya’s condition.

“I don’t understand it,” Alex mumbled. “She has been fine all this time and then recently started to weaken.”

“Don’t speak as though I’m not here,” Maya protested as if her brain was unaware that her body was slowly collapsing.

“Something is making your soul reject this domain,” Noah added.

“You know no more than us,” Maya said, not wanting Noah to dominate her perspective and experiences. Your family have made us so welcome, and I feel safe here that I belong, and I can be who I am and not have to strip away my identity to please others.”

“There is the past and future, and mingling with them both is the transparent world so different from ours that none of us can ever understand,” Noah whispered sternly. “We can never know the puppet masters who manipulate behind the scenes. All I’m saying is something is pulling you back. And Maya, you saw the evil ones; you know that we’re not dealing with one entity.”

“In my time, they are waiting for me, and the harm they caused remains unhealed. The police will hunt me down, and the dybbuks will finish their work. Here it feels clean and that I’m dancing with the ghosts and angels that saved my life, and I know they mean me no harm.”

“I consulted Alexander’s book, and from what I can glean, there is a time when everything will be ideal, where the pattern of the universe will be perfect,” Fay interrupted. “God is in the heavens, and we are free.”

“Fay, I don’t think we can put any labels on what we’ve all experienced. Man’s perceptions are limited, and what Alexander wrote and his interpretations reflected what was happening during his time. It is not relevant now.”

“I doubt the police will be after you after all this time,” Alex added. 

“And I intend to travel with you to help cut out the demonic element,” Noah said.

“You trusted Noah before,” Alex said anxiously. “This could be our last and best hope, or you may dissolve into the ether.”

“We must have been brought back here for a reason,” Maya whispered and regarded her friend with slow, distant eyes.

“The intention was probably just to help to save us. Something in the universe prefers balance.” Noah regarded Maya with a pitying expression. “I’m indeed following my instincts, and they have proved correct in the past.”

“So have mine,” Maya added in a weak voice.

“You must each decide whether you will return to your time. My father, uncle, sister Hannah and Solomon have already chosen to stay as their fight is here amongst the poor who need their help.”

“Please, don’t leave,” Roza said desperately. “Why? What is your gain by doing this? You told me you’d spent your life sifting through mud and sand searching for gold, and then you found me and decided the worth and wonder of material objects was just an illusion and that our love was a treasure that mattered beyond anything else in the world. Such fine words, but I now doubt whether they were meant.” 

Noah was surprised by Roza’s misgivings about his commitment. She had completed him, made him whole, and that internal substance and warmth filled him with joy. His heart was always satisfied with her at his side, and he realised he would be less of a man on his own. She was nearer and dearer than anything in his life.

“Our actions decide the future.”

“But that future doesn’t belong to us,” Roza retorted as tears welled in her eyes. “You must stay, Noah. We deserve to experience a life where we no longer have to fight demons.”

“You all think you have the right to plan my life,” Maya interjected, staring into the void. “In death, we shred our last disguise and are compressed into an atom of existence. Here amongst friends, where I’m free, is where I will die. Nobody is going anywhere because of me.” They all stared at Maya, dumbfounded. Then her eyes shot towards the ceiling, her head dropped back, and unconscious, she flopped to one side.

“Are you all prepared to let her die?” Alex shouted and stared from one to the other with eyes loaded with hostility. “You don’t have to come with us, but at least help.”

“We must act quickly. Get her to the shop,” Noah said, rising so Roza was forced to slide from the bench. Alex and Noah wrapped an arm around Maya’s waist to support her weight and half dragged her across the room as, without a word, Fay and Roza rushed behind.

“Is the girl all right?” the barman called.

“Yes, just can’t hold her drink,” Noah replied. “Best get her to bed.” As he looked in the barman’s direction, he bumped into the shoulder of the lanky young man who had bought more drinks and was heading back to his chair.

“Hey, man,” the young man said with annoyance. “You spilt my goddam drink.”

Noah dropped Maya’s arm, causing Alex to struggle with the extra weight as he moved her hastily towards the door. Noah twisted around and, in the same motion, whipped a handkerchief from his pocket.

“I’m so sorry, he said, locking his pleading eyes into the youths as he frantically mopped the liquid from his waistcoat. “The damage is not that bad. Easily cleaned up. If you want, I can pay for the cleaning and your drinks.” He reached in his trousers for a few coins. “Take this he said, thumping the man’s chest as, with a sleight of hand, he snapped the hard object from the man’s top pocket and curled it into his handkerchief. “At least buy yourself another drink.” The man grasped the coins, and Noah pivoted around and rushed out the door before anything else could be said.

Phone Calls (Present Day)
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Chapter Two
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“Mary, you need to do something immediately,” the woman whined down the phone. “Your mother, Amber, is a danger to herself as she falls asleep with her hands on the very sensitive controls of her mobility scooter and frequently crashes. Her legs are bloody and bruised from bashing into cupboards. One day, I’ll come in and find her on the floor, injured or worse. I told her either you let me call your daughter, or I will call an ambulance and have you taken to the hospital.”

“After our last call when you said she agreed to move, we found her a home, and it’s within walking distance from our house,” Mary said, aware of her heart thumping with urgency. “We are supposed to be viewing the care home tomorrow to see if it is suitable, but they said there are currently no rooms available. Her name is on their list, and there might be something in about three weeks.”

Mary had always cherished the briefest and weakest connections with her mother and had tried to act with compassion and love, but throughout her life, she’d sensed it was dangerous to get too close to the volatile woman. She’d observed how Amber needed to restrict and control the freedom, thoughts and emotions of others without realising that it was her approach that drove people away and was causing her alienation and isolation. As an adult, Mary still feared the many traps that arose when exposed to the misery of someone else’s making.

“With all due respect, I can’t leave her like this; something must be done now. She is not taking her pills, which are scattered all over the floor, and admits she is missing meals. It is immoral and inhumane.”

“We’ve tried to get her to move many times, and she has always refused. She is of sound mind and won’t be forced. It wasn’t until she told you she was ready to leave that we felt able to search for a home.” Long-distance phone calls were hard to gauge. Is this woman I’ve never met of honest intent? Mary wondered. It would be impossible for her to understand the complexities of her mother’s personality. She was a cleaner who visited for two hours a week, yet she claimed to have persuaded her fiercely independent mother to uproot her life, something neither of her daughters had managed. 

“I will come down straight away,” Mary’s words stumbled from her mouth as her father Alex’s voice entered her mind. Life is like a jungle adventure. You must relish the moments of suffering as much as those of joy, as it is all part of the journey. Embrace emotional and physical pain, as it is also integral to being human and experiencing life. It is through appreciating joy and sadness we discover hope and meaning. Mary knew she must take the right action and would have to endure any difficulties that would arise.

****
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AFTER A LONG TRAIN journey from Bristol to London and a tube ride, Mary stood before her father’s ancestral home. The distant city sounds were muffled under the thick blanket of fog that wrapped around the looming house, standing defiant and angry against the grey sky. Wordlessly, the intimidating building regarded the park opposite as the other houses in the row melted into the gloom. As she approached the pulsating bleakness of the place, she sensed that beneath its silence, it still lived. 

She shuddered with an internal turbulent unease, and tears stung her eyes. She didn’t want to be there. The darkness mingled with memories pressed down as she trudged up the steps. She was compelled to take action and understood that her pain could only be healed with further lacerations. 

She noticed the green paint on the door was peeling, and around the handle were scratch marks and a thick layer of black grease from continuous use and little care. She turned the key in the lock and entered the almost pitch-black hall. A lasso of old emotions whipped around Mary and pulled tight. Taking a deep breath, she entered the living room, sucking in the stagnant air and decay. 

The first glances of her mother broke her heart. She appeared moulded into the shape of her recliner, bent in half, drooping and listless, unable to raise her chin above her chest. Silently, Mary observed the sad scene of a vulnerable woman who was suffering loss, loneliness and isolation. Amber had lived her long life without ever finding peace, meaning or contentment as she had always searched in the wrong directions. The appreciation of simple things was never enough; human relationships were viewed as unprofitable, and her emotions were controlled and constricted by her need for status and the acknowledgement and approval of others.

Perhaps she is too frail to be moved, but everyone insists I do something, the daughter considered with a pang of pity. Since her father’s death, her mother no longer noticed the canopy of trees that towered around the park's periphery as leaves dropped and new shoots sprouted. She rarely went out in the light or lifted her face to the rain and had forgotten the once-loved joy of feeling the drops trickling over her skin. Her world was shrinking and receding, and the rain-soaked soil and sunny days left little impression on the barren land of her mind.

“Hello, mum,” the daughter said, crossing the room as the door squeaked shut behind her. The old woman stuck her elbow in the arm of the chair and pushed her carefully positioned fist into the side of her face to prop open her one weary eye. She peered up at her daughter through the dimness, and a weak smile crossed her pale lips.

“Hello, darling. It is lovely to see you.”

A long, warm embrace made the giver more aware of the bent spine and protruding bones, and her heart throbbed as she sensed the hunger of the earth waiting to claim the old lady. All Mary had to give was physical comfort, so she straightened and stroked the strands of thin, silky white hair sprouting from delicate pink skin. Her mother shut her eyes and smiled. There was an instant sense of connection but also an awareness of the unseen links that tied the daughter to the past. A vague memory of a child being persuaded by her father to rub her mother’s head or legs to smooth away some mysterious pain seeped into her mind. Back then, she’d never resisted their commands as she was desperate to please them and make them feel happy, but as an adult, there seemed to be something not quite right about the hours of dedication she’d given her mother. There was more, much more, but today, none of it mattered.

Mary knelt on the floor so her mother could see her face. She took the old woman’s hand in hers and noticed how cold it was to the touch. Glancing down, she saw her two tiny swollen feet that could no longer squeeze into her slippers and beneath the unravelling bandages, she could see a mass of black bruises and dried blood on her legs.

“June, your cleaner said you keep dropping your medicines and aren’t eating properly. She said you told her you were giving up.”

“Oh, take no notice. I was creating a bit of drama – you know, to get attention. It was only twice I dropped my pills, and I can’t be bothered eating sometimes.”

“Well, I’m here now. I will make us some coffee and something to eat. Then I will clean up the room.”

“I wouldn’t worry, dear. June has already picked up the pills.”

Mary’s eyes scattered over the floor, and she saw the tiny white, pink and blue disks had slid in all directions and were still waiting to be put back in their proper places. “Have you taken any medicine today?” Mary asked while pouring hot water into the cups. She knew her main priority was getting her mother to drink.

“No, I don’t think so. I didn’t want to take more in case I took too much. I did that before and slept for days.”

“Your coffee, mum. Do you want my help?”

“No, I can do it myself. I manage quite well, you know,” the mother snapped. “I’m not quite useless yet.” The daughter watched as, shakily and slowly, the woman brought the rim of the cup to her lips. She wanted to rush in and help but feared being chastised even after all these years. 

The spirits of the dead were turning to meet Amber and ignored her heart and mind's insistence that she wanted more time as she was still curious to see what happened next in the world. Despite her remarkable age of ninety-three years, the mother was still resilient and determined. 

Little was eaten by either of them, and the process for Amber was exceedingly tricky and slow. Mary cast her eyes over the many paintings lining the walls her father had proudly hung when he was alive. Since the car accident when her mother was still a youthful sixty-year-old woman, Amber had spent hours day after day diligently painting and drawing, with the rest of her time spent reading and researching. Mary loved the pictures as they revealed a contrary facet of her mother’s personality and represented the joy, brightness and hope of the little girl who still existed inside. A child who once, through all her suffering, could experience delight, colour and happiness in things beyond herself.

“Why did you not exhibit your work or sell it?” Mary bravely asked while noticing how thick the dust had piled up around the ornaments on the mantelpiece.

“Your father never wanted me to, as it would cause problems with the tax man.”

Mary knew the real reason was that her father feared that lack of sales or criticism would sink his wife deeper into the depths of depression. He’d primed his two daughters and probably others to give her all the praise she would ever need. They all knew that Amber had always to be correct and never challenged, or it would be the worst for him and his family. It was a balancing act, tightrope walking. The whole family’s reactions were finely tuned into keeping this one person happy, giving her strength and sustaining her with hope. Feed her a dream, the daughter thought, recalling the words fixed in her mind from as far back as she could remember. Everything was done to steer their mother away from the looming abyss.

“Soon, you will be moving to a new home closer to us – within walking distance. You always said you truly wanted to be closer to your family, your grandsons and great-grandson. I will be able to visit every day. We could take you on a drive to see the ship and bridge. There is a swimming pool near the home, and perhaps we could get you in the water.” Saying the words aloud made the fantasy seem more real to Mary, and for a moment, she started to plan how she would get her mother into the pool, speaking to the staff and making it all possible. Then she remembered the wound, the missing sternum. It had to be kept open to prevent infection and cleaned every day, and then there were fractures in the top of her spine. How does she withstand the exceeding agony her disabilities cause? Mary considered. Her fight and grit are admirable and genuinely inspiring. We do have common ground, and despite everything, there is much to love.

“When I was a girl, I was happiest riding my bike or swimming in the sea.” The mother didn’t want reminders of her disabilities; she wanted to bite into dreams and fantasies, turn her mind back to the fruitfulness of youth and suck the juices of the past. “I would love to feel the water on my skin. The nurses won’t even let me have a shower because of the wound on my back.”

“You know we both have a passion for history; well, I’ve been trying to research our family tree,” Mary said, not wanting to stay on one subject too long to prevent her mother from slipping into bitterness and regret. “And I’m thinking of taking a DNA test,” Mary announced uneasily. She hated lying to her mother but didn’t yet want to reveal that the test had been done, and she was waiting for the results in case she disapproved.

“I wouldn’t waste your money,” Amber said scornfully. “I’ve heard they can cause all kinds of trouble. A friend of mine at my art club’s daughter did one, and it made her look like she wasn’t related to her mother. Turns out she’d put in the wrong detail in her tree.”

“Mum, I know nothing about your background, only what Dad mentioned about his. I need more information.”

“There is little to tell. My parents died during the war, and I dislike talking about it.”

“Dad used to tell us he had a Jewish background. If I had the names, I could discover if the rumours were true.”

“That is utter nonsense. He used to make things up,” Amber laughed scornfully. All I ever get is a fantasy version of yours and Dad’s pasts, mother. Why can’t you ever tell the truth?

“You once told me Dad's family were jewellers and watchmakers from way back.” Mary pressed on, but I can’t build a tree without names. Discovering the past that lay shrouded in mysteries was something she was compelled to unravel before time ran out. Why had her family stood apart from those of her school friends? Is it me or them? she’d often pondered. Her parents had always made great efforts to keep their pasts concealed, perpetually silent about their history and the reasons why they were constantly on the move.

“I never met your dad’s kin,” the elderly woman confessed. “But others told me that they were as common as muck and lacked education. They disliked me, and I returned the sentiment.”

“They came from London's East End, and that's just how they speak,” Mary retorted.

“I used to get so annoyed when your father called everyone ‘love’ and would quote his mother’s maxims—'live and let live’ and ‘don't sweat the small stuff,’ it made him seem bereft of any education or imagination. I had elocution lessons and went to great lengths to teach and improve myself. His other great story was his claim that his family were extremely wealthy,” the old woman said, lowering the back of the chair into a reclining position. “We never saw any of it.” She lay with a placid expression and occasionally shut her eyes. “It all came down to some rift between your father and his sister. Unfortunately, I have no other insights into that side of the family. And it would be best if you took no notice of the Jewish thing. Your father was always embellishing his background. What I can say is I came from an educated lineage—my father was a renowned historian and professor. And it was your father’s restlessness that led to our frequent moves, not mine.”

Mary had always thought the opposite, as her mother's demeanour indicated she grew despondent and fidgety after about a year in their previously idyllic homes. “He adored that village we moved to.”

“Ah, that place was cursed,” Amber revealed. “A ghost whispered to me, urging us to move.” Mary knew her mother had been seeing ghosts throughout her life, a secret she had shared only with her daughter. “I couldn't confide these things to your father, though. He thought it was fine to regale me with tales of his quantum theories, claiming time didn’t exist and that I wasn’t real—merely a figment of his imagination. Your father was a good man but had his quirks with his machines and eccentric ideas. I hate to tell you this, darling, but our marriage wasn’t always smooth, especially after inheriting this place.”

“We all perceive things differently,” Mary replied despondently.

“It is too easy to step from miracles into madness, he once said to me and became quite angry and warned me not to meddle with such things as ghosts and the supernatural,” Amber said, sighing as her mouth fell deeper into its permanent fallen expression. “After that, you were the only person I ever told about the ghosts.”

“Quantum and ghosts are all the same thing,” Mary dismissed, again sensing the need to change the subject.

Mary’s father had always been interested in science, and he would also explain his ideas secretly to her, claiming others didn’t understand and how his thoughts upset her mother. His confiding in her had made her feel special. Now, she didn’t recognise the callous person her mother had gone to lengths to describe since his death. To any witnesses, it appeared that he’d always been there for his wife, jumping to meet her every need and diligently caring for her until he could no longer stand. I can’t bear to think he was anything but the good person I knew. Emotions curdled in her gut, and she tried to force her thoughts away from her father.

Mary watched Amber drift off to sleep and then decided to sweep and wash the floors. She dragged the broom over the crumbling planks and swept a pile of pills into the dustpan. She then followed the trail of food crumbs, tablets and other signs of neglect into the downstairs bathroom. There, she was shocked to discover blood stains and worse. With tears in her eyes, she rushed from the scene and headed back to the kitchen. Boiling a kettle and grabbing cleaning products, she returned to the bathroom and rigorously mopped the floor and scrubbed surfaces. Once satisfied not a single germ could have survived, she took her phone and went into the back bedroom to call her husband, Jack.

“Things are not good here,” she said in a tear-soaked voice. “If I don’t do something immediately, she could have a terrible accident. She won’t admit it, but she falls asleep in the mobility scooter and bashes into the units. There is blood everywhere.”

“I’m at the care home now, and there is good news,” Jack said. At that moment, Mary was glad she had a husband who thrived on solving problems. “I explained the situation – laid it on thick.” His upbeat mood informed the listener that he’d had a result. “They have had to move someone to the next floor unexpectedly, and if we can move her in by tomorrow, we can jump the queue and have the room.”

“How will I get her there? She’ll never get into your car as it is too high,” Mary whined, exasperated.

“Don’t worry about that – I will sort everything and get back to you.”

“I will have to phone my sister and see if she agrees,” Mary said, and when the line went dead, she hurriedly tapped the numbers. Her sister Marney, currently suffering from flu and living further away, instantly agreed. 

Go ahead. My sister has given her consent. She tapped out the message and, with a pang of guilt, pressed send.

I can’t talk now as I’m busy filling out paperwork; Jack wrote back. Got a Taxi for tomorrow afternoon. The instant reply caused Mary’s heart to start pounding with panic, and a comfortless, chilling shiver ran through her as she slipped the phone back into her pocket. It was all too soon and rushed, but her husband had stressed it was now or never. If the home was not suitable, they could sort something else out once they were on home soil. 

Action provided an antidote to the horror, but with it came crushing guilt. That was nothing new, as Mary had lived with it for most of her life. This time, things were different as since her father’s death, her mother’s daily phone calls and new-found willingness to talk had made them closer and often, she sensed she was on the verge of learning something profound. She’d thought her mother had been to blame that her heart was an empty shell, only to discover all along it had been full of seeds waiting to burst free. There were still fragments of truth she longed to piece together, and she was acutely aware that time was running out. The harsh, cruel reality rattled around her brain as she continued to clean. I do truly love you, but it will never be enough for you. My love has never been what you most desire.

When Amber awoke, Mary told her of the change in plans and was surprised at the woman’s calm response. In the quiet evening, as the sunset flushed the sky and lanced through the bay window, they talked happily about the future. Mary wondered if her mother clearly understood that tomorrow, everything would change in a way that the old woman would find traumatic. She continually berated herself for making such a harsh choice.

“Think you’ll be able to see us all and me probably every day,” Mary said, trying to keep things light and positive.

“All I ever wanted was to have a family and have them around me,” Amber said calmly. Her expression was like a glassy sea, revealing none of the turmoil that must have been stirring beneath the surface. Is she truly trying to be kind to me by making the experience easier? Mary considered reminding herself that these acquiescent responses were from someone who liked to be in control and always needed to be lorded for being correct about everything. Contrary opinions were never acceptable, and it was a juggling game finding safe areas of conversation. The daughter’s temperament was graver, meditative and always searching for meaning, while the mother was exceedingly clever, cunning, bright and always desiring acclaim.

There were safe subjects, neutral ground, art, books and history
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