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      Black October night. Rain hammering the windscreen. Rhythm of the sluggish wipers scrambling my thoughts, returning me to the year everything changed. Changed twice in three short seasons. The first, dramatic, emphatic, heartbreaking, the second leading to this, all these years on, running from betrayal with a little passenger inside me. Driving home to preserve a family tradition.

      To bring a child into the world at Moorhens.

      I’ve lost the habit of trying to pinpoint critical instants when futures swing in the balance, but tonight, bitter as hell, cursing the dark, the weather, everything, everything, I wonder at what point it went wrong this time. One point or many? All those tangent-filled split-seconds when a life might veer in any direction, any at all. The numerous tiny moments when everything can change – does change – and you never know it.

      Never suspect it for a fucking minute.
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      Lena, 41

      Two years. Two to the day, and no one’s mentioned it. Trying to forget it ever happened perhaps. But I can’t forget. The second anniversary of your death isn’t something you can easily set aside.

      ‘Starting to snow,’ I say.

      He shrugs. ‘Won’t settle.’

      ‘The forecasters beg to differ. And you have a long drive.’

      ‘I’ll put my foot down, beat it there.’

      ‘Don’t you dare.’

      ‘Get there?’

      ‘Drive like an idiot.’

      It was a day like this. Very like it in the beginning, far from like it at the end. A rail, a single rail, weakened by what came to be called a ‘rolling contact fatigue crack’, made so brittle by the freezing conditions of previous weeks that when the wheels of that particular train on that particular night lumbered across it, it shattered into more than three hundred pieces and the engine jerked upward, taking two of the carriages with it. I was in the second carriage. Several of my fellow passengers died instantly. No seatbelts, so where do you go? Any damn where, that’s where, crash-crash, smash-smash. I remember nothing of it, or of the hours that followed. I was one of those whisked off to Addenbrooke’s as soon as the ambulances reached us. They operated on me right away apparently. Me and I don’t know how many others. Some of the others survived. But me?

      I didn’t make it.

      I was gone. Well and truly gone.

      But they brought me back. Against all the odds, they brought me back. Don’t ask me how. All I know is that I died and I’ve never felt quite right since – in the head, the heart – though the only person I let it show to is the Lena in the mirror, when we’re alone. Two years later, as fit and well as can be expected, in body if not mind, I insert one of Joe’s arms into his overcoat. He shakes me off.

      ‘I can’t drive in this.’

      ‘You’ll need it,’ I say.

      ‘There’s a heater,’ he replies.

      ‘It’ll take a while to make a difference. You can pull in to a lay-by and strip off when you’re warm enough.’

      He gives in, but when I start brushing the coat’s shoulders, he says, ‘Lene, will you for Christ’s sake leave me alone?’

      ‘You look a mess,’ I tell him.

      ‘I’m comfortable as a mess. I swear, if I dropped dead this minute you’d tidy me up before the body-baggers got here.’

      ‘Goes without saying.’ I raise my voice. ‘Mim, he’s off, break open the champagne!’

      Miriam emerges from the kitchen nibbling toast. ‘Already open.’

      Joe says, to both of us as if addressing children: ‘Now what’s the procedure while I’m away?’

      ‘Procedure?’ one of us asks.

      ‘With strangers at the door.’

      ‘Er... don’t open it to them?’

      ‘Correct.’

      ‘How will we know if they’re strangers unless we open the door?’

      ‘Well, you look through the window beside the door, what else?’

      ‘What if they’re strangers who want to read the meters?’

      ‘Why would they want to read the meters?’

      ‘Their job maybe?’

      ‘Are the meters due to be read?’ he asks me.

      I jerk a shoulder. ‘But if they are meter readers,’ I say, ‘should we let them in or tell them to take a hike?’

      ‘Depends if they can prove they are.’

      ‘How would they do that?’

      ‘You ask to see their IDs, of course. They have to have IDs if they’re legit.’

      ‘Ah,’ says Mim, ‘but how will we know their IDs are genuine?’

      At last realizing that he’s being set up, Joe says, ‘Look, you two. Listen. There’s a lot of dodgy characters about these days, and our nearest neighbor is not only too far away to hear your screams, but stone deaf, so stop being a pair of smart-arses and take care, all right?’ He picks up the canvas holdall he dropped by the door earlier. ‘Give you a ring tonight,’ he says to me. ‘Mid-evening sometime.’

      ‘You’ll be there before that.’

      ‘I’ll need to settle in.’

      ‘Go out on the town with your bit of stuff, you mean.’

      ‘I’ll tell her that’s what you call her.’

      ‘She knows.’

      He brushes our foreheads with his lips, steps back, heads for the garage hunched against whirling snowflakes that seem out to get him. Mim and I step into the porch and wait dutifully, arms tightly folded, shoulders high, as he pulls the garage doors back and goes inside. Soon, if not soon enough – it’s not warm out here – we hear the engine turn over. Then the car backs out, crunching gravel, reverses in a tight semicircle.

      ‘Drive carefully!’ I yell, the way you do.

      He gives a ha-ha-devil-may-care wave and the stripped trees and bushes that line the drive squeeze out silver flashes all the way to the gate, at which point the oddest feeling comes over me.

      ‘What?’ Miriam says.

      I glance at her. ‘What what?’

      ‘You said “He could be driving out of my life”.’

      ‘I said that? Out loud?’

      ‘You did.’

      I pull a face. ‘My mind needs a padlock.’

      ‘Are you two all right?’ she asks.

      ‘All right? Us? Why wouldn’t we be?’

      ‘What do I know, I’m just the daughter. He might have shut the garage doors.’

      ‘I’ll see to them later.’

      ‘Could be half full of snow by then.’

      ‘Nothing stopping you doing it.’

      She shivers. ‘Huh!’

      ‘Plans for the day?’ I ask, closing the door.

      ‘If I say sweet Fanny Adams will you promise not to do your usual?’

      ‘Fanny Adams,’ I say brightly. ‘Eight year old girl horribly murdered by a solicitor’s clerk in Hampshire, August 1867.’

      She rolls her eyes. ‘And your dad told you that when you were Fanny’s age and it still makes you shudder to think of it, I know, I know, I know.’

      ‘Speaking of dads, with yours out from under, we can clean the house, put everything back in order, yippee.’

      She groans. ‘I should have gone with him. I could have, but no, I chose to stay with the only person in the world who has to have the fridge magnets in perfect alignment.’

      I open the first door off the hall. ‘I’ll do in here, you start on other rooms.’

      ‘I haven’t finished my breakfast,’ she says.

      ‘Well, when you have... please?’

      In the Long Room I open the curtains. The uninspiring view of the south garden from the French windows is already improved by the drifting snow. The snow does something else too. Takes me back to last night. That old familiar feeling that I shouldn’t be here. That the two of them should be carrying on without me. From there I got to wondering what the house would be like if I hadn’t been clawed back to life without my consent. Would they have looked after it? Kept it tidy? Cleaned, dusted, all the rest? Pathetic stuff. As if such things matter. But in the night such idle maunderings are hard to switch off. Impossible, even.

      Well, morning now, and Joe away for a couple of days, and – whisper it – I feel mildly liberated by the thought of not having to include him in my personal equations, accommodate him in all the customary ways. It’s different with Mim. I’m never happy when she’s out of reach. I owe her everything, always will. I’ve ruined her life and hate myself for it. Ruined it by going to a Max Beckmann exhibition. It’s as simple, as absurd, as tragic as that.

      Spinning away from the French windows I distract myself with activity, plumping up cushions, snatching one up from the floor by Joe’s armchair, sorting the coffee table, tidying the papers and magazines in the rack. Moving on to the other half of the room, allowing myself the limp that I do my best to suppress when Joe and Mim are about, my eye is caught by my guitar, leaning casually against the wall as if waiting for me. I go to it. Run my nails across the strings. Not very melodic, but pleasing. I pick it up by the neck, carry it back to the French windows, sit down on the floor facing out, and set about proving yet again that I have very little idea how to play the stupid thing.

      CAL, 20

      With neither of them given to easy forgiveness, their parting had been just a shout from downstairs, a grunt from him up here. In the minutes since the front door slammed, he’d barely moved. Fully dressed but wrapped in his duvet for its warmth, he gazed out of the window, elbows on the ledge, snowflakes thumping the glass like tiny fists, an inch from his nose. Down the slope and beyond the landing stage, the river looked like a single plate of ice. The trees on the far bank were caricatures of themselves. Nothing moved. Even birds, high above, hovered as though waiting for something to happen. The frozen river, the birds, the falling snow, perfect some might think. Not him. To him it felt like a small, brittle region of sanity between his father’s departure and the next scene, into which Julia would fling herself. Julia. Of all people. It was that thought that had kicked off last night’s shouting match.

      ‘And she’s coming why exactly?’ he’d asked. ‘You invited her for what reason?’

      ‘I didn’t invite her,’ his father had said. ‘I told her that I’d be away for a couple of days and she asked if she could come down to… keep you company.’

      ‘I don’t need company.’

      ‘Well, maybe she does.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘She lives alone.’

      ‘So? Her choice.’

      ‘And she likes to see you.’

      ‘Since when?’

      ‘Since always. Since you were tiny.’

      ‘I never noticed.’

      ‘No, well, you know her. Her ways.’

      ‘Her ways? She’s batshit crazy.’

      ‘Agreed. As your mother said more than once, Julia’s heart’s in the right place even if her head isn’t.’

      Mention of his mother silenced him for a moment. A moment that he wilfully quashed, with: ‘And Kath, what about Kath? Did she invite herself too?’

      Which caused his father to bridle. ‘Oh, don’t start that again, we’ve been over this.’

      ‘You’ve been over it. I’ve just listened.’

      ‘Oh. Really. Not too well, it seems, or we wouldn’t still be talking about it.’

      It had gone on from there, on and on, until doors were slammed and stairs stormed up, leaving the remnants of their hostility to fuel the silent hours that followed.

      Dull and empty after all the rage, he was still elbowing the window ledge when he caught a movement across the river, and focused, saw a man push his way out of the tangled trees and bushes on the far bank to stand looking at the house. He pulled back from the ledge so as not to be seen, and as he did so he heard something – music, guitar, faint, somewhere below – and at once, suddenly happy, forgot about the man – until he remembered that he was alone in the house. The music stopped.

      He tossed the duvet aside. Left the room.

      MIRIAM, 20

      I was close to my last mouthful when my father left, but learning that I must be party to returning the house to the state of perfection preferred in his absence, I take my time getting up from the table. It’s not until I go out to the hall that I hear the guitar, played very quietly so as not to draw attention. I laugh. Can’t help it. That woman will never learn – literally, in the case of the guitar. I enter the Long Room. She’s sitting cross-legged at the French windows, plucking the strings with hands that might as well be encased in mittens.

      ‘What’s that meant to be?’ I ask.

      She glances round. ‘Surely you recognize Rodrigo’s Guitar Concerto.’

      ‘I thought I detected one of the notes in there somewhere.’

      She gets to her feet. ‘I’ll never get the hang of this.’

      ‘Dad says he’ll gladly pay for lessons.’

      ‘Yeah, to save his ears from shredding, I know. I’m not taking lessons in something I don’t need to do. I’ll either teach myself or give it up.’

      ‘In that case, might I suggest...?’

      ‘Have you nothing better to do?’ she asks, returning the guitar to its usual place. ‘We have a house to put right, remember.’

      ‘I don’t see you doing much.’

      ‘I’ve tidied this room. Mostly.’

      ‘It was never untidy. Not what normal people call untidy.’

      ‘Why don’t you start in the River Room? There’s a duster in the left-hand drawer of the sideboard, and a can of spray polish.’

      ‘Do you keep a duster and polish in every room?’

      ‘Try to. Go on now.’

      I sigh. ‘My life’s just not my own.’

      ‘Whose is?’ she says.

      CAL

      If he had any plan at all it was to go to the kitchen for some breakfast, but turning into the hall at the foot of the stairs he paused at the first door, touched the handle with a finger. He hadn’t been in this room for months. Did he want to go in now? If so, why?

      The guitar. The imagined sound of the guitar.

      He turned the handle, pushed the door back, but didn’t enter at once, just stood in the doorway, like a visitor awaiting an invitation that he knows will never come.

      It was called the River Room because it opened onto the lawn that sloped down to the landing stage and the water’s edge. They used to take most of their evening meals here from April to October, reserving the less attractive dining room for the gloomier months. But these days it wasn’t used in any season, on any occasion, and with the door always closed it smelt stale and musty. Also, today, it felt colder than any other room in the house. He bunched his fists in his armpits and thought of the many spring evenings and summer afternoons his mother had spent in here, windows open wide. She loved the smell of the river, she used to say, the rustle and sway of the reeds and rushes, the croaks and scuffles of the moorhens that she thought must have given the house its name long before their day. He pictured her sitting at the open French windows, drawing. Drawing was a quiet passion of hers. Several of her drawings, pencil, ink, partially colored or not colored at all, hung on the walls in thin black frames, alongside posters for unvisited international art shows.

      Stepping into the room, he closed the door behind him, as if to isolate himself from the rest of the house. The guitar lay on the old chaise, as though she’d just set it down. It wasn’t an expensive guitar. She’d said she would learn to play on a cheap one before upgrading. She never had learnt. Guitar tutorial books had left her without a whisper of ability beyond half a dozen so-so chords and a few clumsy strums. Mum and her guitar, family joke, but she’d soldiered on regardless, without the slightest improvement. And here it was now, untouched for two years, gathering dust, the artless sounds heard upstairs mere wishful thinking.

      It wasn’t only the guitar that was dusty. The whole house was. No one dusted now, or tidied much. Didn’t think of it. Didn’t care. It was just a place to be, to live, day after day, night after night. He glanced around at the room’s familiar contents. The Edwardian chaise covered in some faded blue material, the plain 1920s draw-leaf dining table and chairs, the rosewood sideboard on which a bunch of framed family photos stood. He went to the sideboard, looked at the photos. His father was there, and Julia, and there were three of him taken during his childhood. Just one of his mother: in the garden, in baggy salmon-colored dungarees and a big floppy hat with a drooping flower in the band, wielding a trowel like a weapon, grinning fiendishly for the camera. Next to this sat a misshapen block of oak from the south garden. He remembered the morning she brought it indoors. She was always bringing things in, odd bits and pieces to do stuff with.

      ‘And that is...?’ he’d asked wearily.

      ‘A bit of the bough that came down from the Family Tree. Seems appropriate for the carving I have in mind.’

      ‘Another carving? What of this time?’

      ‘I was looking through some old photos and came across one of my grandpa on my dad’s side. Sol, his name was. Sol Hoth. I never knew him, but look.’

      The picture she showed him was of a craggy man with cropped white hair, clearly uncomfortable in front of the camera. He looked to be in his mid to late seventies, and wore a poorly-made suit and a wonky tie. His hands were spread on his knees. Gnarled workingman’s hands with broken nails, knuckles like unraveling knots. She tapped one of the hands. ‘My model,’ she said. She began work that very day on the outline of the hand, the shape of the fingers, but that was as far as she got. Afterwards his father wanted to chuck it, but Cal wouldn’t let him. ‘It’s the last thing she was working on,’ he said. ‘It stays.’

      The last thing she was working on...

      She’d gone to some exhibition in London and it was early evening, just starting to snow, when she called from the train to say it should reach the station in about twenty minutes. Ten minutes later his father had set off in the car to meet the train. Cal had been waiting for him to go so he could watch the video of Nathan Gorey getting it on with Christine Enderway (perfect stage name if she’d had a stage). Nathan made quite a few of these videos and rented them out or sold them. He was well into the action when the phone rang. He froze the tape. Snatched the phone distractedly.

      ‘Cal. It’s me. Something’s happened.’

      His thumb must have twitched on the remote at his father’s tone because the tape unfroze, and Nathan whooped as he came.

      ‘Is there someone there?’ his father asked.

      ‘It’s the TV.’ He ejected the tape. ‘What do you mean, something’s happened? What something?’

      ‘There’s been an announcement. An accident. The train your mum’s on. Along the track some way. I’m going down there.’

      ‘Not without me you’re not!’

      His father had come back for him. Snow was falling steadily by the time they reached the scene. The train from King’s Cross had come off the rails a couple of miles short of the station. His mother was in one of the carriages that leapt into the air. At the precise moment she was being catapulted through the train, he’d been watching Christine Enderway blowing Nathan Gorey.

      The derailed train resembled the corpse of a gigantic snake, twisting across the ground. A pall of smoke and dust hung over everything as rescue teams smashed carriage windows and tried to comfort those already released, who stood about in small groups or sat alone, huddled in blankets, heads bowed. The few relatives and other observers, he and his father among them, were told to keep back while firemen sawed and hacked at the twisted carriages. Arc lamps illuminated the scene, picking out every twitching speck of falling snow while TV cameras recorded and reporters interviewed survivors for the viewers sitting comfortably at home. The night was thick with voices bawling orders and shouting for assistance, the cries of young kids and babies still inside the train, the snarl of electric saws, the thuds and crashes of massive hammers. He’d seen plenty of disasters and tragedies on television: motorway pileups, plane crashes, gutters running with the blood of murdered villains and innocents, carnage created by suicide bombings, earthquakes that left ragged orphans howling through rubble for dead parents. He’d grown up with such images, contained within the boundaries of screens, and few had affected him much. Somebody else’s world, somebody else’s horror; entertainment of a kind. But this was personal. Personal in the extreme. Every now and then another passenger was freed or helped out of a carriage. Some walked away, with or without assistance. A number were carried off on stretchers. The faces of a few on the stretchers were covered.

      ‘That could be Mum under there!’

      ‘We’ll find out soon enough. Have to wait, it’s all we can do.’

      A priest was going round trying to comfort anxious relatives and friends. Reaching him and his father he asked if they had someone on the train.

      ‘Wife and mother,’ his father answered curtly.

      ‘They might not be among the…’ the priest said gently.

      He got a hard glare for his pains. ‘Not “they”. My wife, my son’s mother. And “might not be among the” what? Dead? That the word you’re searching for?’

      The priest wilted. ‘I’ll pray for her.’

      ‘Pray?’ his father growled. ‘Look around you, chum. Haven’t you cottoned on yet? There’s no fucker up there!’

      She was brought out around two am. Her face wasn’t covered but her eyes were closed and she gave no sign of hearing when they spoke to her. Nor did she seem to feel them holding her hands in the ambulance. At the hospital she was whisked away and they were left in a corridor, unable to look at one another. They weren’t the only relatives waiting for news. One middle-aged couple had received theirs. They clung together, shoulders heaving silently.

      After some time his father went in search of information. He returned ashen-faced.

      ‘It doesn’t look good, Cal. They’re going to operate, but...’

      ‘But?’

      ‘They give her no more than a fifty-fifty chance.’

      A fifty-fifty chance. Afterwards the throwaway phrase returned to him, over and over – fifty-fifty, fifty-fifty – along with: if those were the odds why didn’t she pull through? Fifty-fifty, an even chance, she might have lived. But she hadn’t. She hadn’t. They tried to revive her, bring her back, but nothing worked. She died that night. End of story. Her story.

      LENA

      Upstairs, in our room, I’m suddenly overwhelmed by a feeling very much like grief. A feeling so acute that my legs give way, causing me to fall onto the bed I’m about to make. I pull myself upright, sit on the side as it eases off, slowly, slowly, as though reluctant to leave me. Grief? For what? Who? The only person who comes to mind is my mother, but she’s been gone seventeen years, and we weren’t that close anyway toward the end, each duty-visit bringing new maternal assaults, a fresh round of guilts.

      ‘All that ability, Lene, and there’s nothing you want to do with your life. Nothing you even try.’

      ‘Mum, I do try. I try all sorts of things. Do all sorts of things.’

      ‘Nothing that amounts to much. You could have been someone, girl, and look at you, look at you!’

      When she died of an unsuspected aneurysm, she was alone. Dad had cleared off a couple of years earlier and not bothered to tell us where to, or even why. Never heard from him again. Mum dying alone haunts me to this day. Another guilt. This one for not being there, added to the ones about not fulfilling the promise she thought I had, and getting involved with Joe, who she never really took to (not surprising, I suppose, as the first she heard of him was that he was the father of the child I was suddenly expecting, at twenty). If only once, just once in her later years – and she wasn’t much older than I am now – I’d said something as trite as ‘Love ya, Mum,’ even if I wasn’t sure I did any more. But I hadn’t said that, or anything like it. Couldn’t bring myself to. Didn’t even think of it until it was too late. So is that what this is, this grief-like feeling? For my mother, so belatedly? Not very likely, I think. But if it’s not for her, then who? There’s no one else.

      And now it’s this that disturbs me. The sly insinuation – ‘Might I soon be grieving?’ – that makes me jump up, shake myself, and get back to the bedmaking, the tidying, the straightening, straightening. My defense against so much.

      CAL

      Pain, despair, month on month of aching loneliness – anger too, because she’d left him so suddenly, unexpectedly, without even saying goodbye. He felt both abandoned by her and ashamed of himself for what he’d been up to at the time of the accident. Believing it to be grief alone that bowed his head day after day, never considering shame, everyone offered the same old chestnut about time the healer. They were wrong. Time heals nothing. Great personal loss eats away at you until there’s nothing left but the husk of you, and people look the other way or avoid you until, after what’s considered a suitable period of adjustment, you’re expected to have come out of it, come through it, become a whole person once more. In these two years, he hadn’t become whole. He never expected to be whole again.

      But there were times. He would go into a room with something to tell her, find it empty, and for a moment be confused. His mind would turn over, twist around, jump through a hoop or two, and then it would hit him all over again that she wasn’t in any room. Not anywhere. Even when realizing this, it felt wrong. Felt as though, if he went back out and came in again, things would have corrected themselves, and this time she’d be there, and she’d say something like ‘Come and look at this, sweetheart, do you think I’ve got that bit right or should I go and do something I’m more suited to, like ironing your father’s underwear?’ A fleeting fantasy. Pointless one. She would never be there, however many times he restarted the scene. He would never see her again except in an old photo or video clip, never hear her voice, her crap guitar playing, or... any of it.

      He became aware of something under his palm. His hand had fallen on the bit of wood she’d brought in that day. His chest heaved at the thought of what she’d planned to do with it. Tears blinded him for a moment. His skin prickled in an odd sort of way. Blinking the tears away, he found that his palm no longer rested on the misshapen block of wood but a fine polished carving of a gnarled old hand, and that there was another hand, a flesh-and-blood hand, alongside his. He looked to his left and stared through misted eyes at an expression of horror that precisely mirrored his own.

      MIRIAM

      I open the River Room door and look in. Dust? What dust? Still, I go in, go to the sideboard as instructed. The gleaming sideboard. Even Sol Hoth’s hand on top of it gleams. I run a finger along the back of the hand. The long veins. As I do this I feel a sort of shift in the air, and blink, and suddenly I’m standing shoulder to shoulder with a total stranger who wasn’t there a second ago.

      I yelp.

      So does he, at the same instant. We both jump back, staring at one another for the moments it takes me to recover enough to run to the French windows and tug at them, expecting to find them unlocked.

      They’re not.

      I spin round, demand to know how he got in, but before he can answer a floorboard creaks overhead. His gaze flies to the ceiling like a startled bird.

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘I’m not alone,’ I tell him.

      ‘Not alone?’

      ‘I’ll prove it.’

      I start toward the door, but he gets there first, slams it, stands in front of it.

      ‘The only place you’re going,’ he says, ‘is out of here.’

      ‘That’s what I’m trying to do, step aside.’

      Instead of doing that he says, ‘What do you want? Why are you here? There’s nothing here worth having.’

      ‘Having?’

      ‘Stealing.’

      ‘Why would I steal anything from my own home?’ I ask.

      ‘Your home? What the fuck do you...’

      He breaks off. Looks to one side. Gapes.

      CAL

      Something had snagged the corner of his eye. A color that had no place here. The chaise. It wasn’t the usual faded blue. It was covered in new red velvet. And there was no guitar on it.

      His mouth went dry.

      He looked elsewhere. The curtains were a lighter color than the ones that should be here, and on the windowsill there was a green earthenware jug containing flowers. There’d been no flowers in this room for two years. This or any other.

      And that wasn’t all. Not by a long way.

      ‘Where’s the table?’ he said. ‘The chairs?’

      ‘Gone,’ the girl replied. ‘We’ve got new ones coming. Why, are they what you came for?’

      ‘Gone? But...’

      He stepped away from the door, eyes darting everywhere at once. The furnishings, lampshade, carpet, all were different. Unfamiliar pictures on the walls too. A couple of bright abstract paintings, a sequence of photographs of the New York skyline. There was just one picture that he knew, a large black-and-white photo of a naked woman bending over a washbasin next to a window with a splintered shutter, a water jug at her feet, uneven flagstone floor. The print, signed Willy Ronis, was dated 1949. Since buying it, his mother had been on the lookout for the right frame for it. She’d failed. There hadn’t been time. It had never been framed, never hung on any wall. Except that it had been, here. And the old mahogany frame that enclosed it couldn’t have been more right. It was just the sort of frame his mother might have chosen for it.

      This revelation was quickly followed by another. The room was warm. If he’d missed everything else, how could he not have noticed that?

      ‘This isn’t my house,’ he said.

      The girl clapped her hands. ‘Breakthrough!’

      He turned his back on her. She didn’t exist. None of this existed. Closing his eyes to block out this false room, he stumbled a little. Reaching out to steady himself, his hand fell on something hard and smooth and the temperature dropped sharply. He opened his eyes. His hand rested on a crude piece of oak, rough to the touch. He pulled back, and as the musty chill of the real River Room enveloped him, he sank to his knees.

      Covered his head with his arms.

      LENA

      Fixing the bedroom curtains I freeze. Become a shop-window mannequin, one arm half raised. Some sort of confusion in the air, and that wheedling little thought, far too familiar, that nothing’s quite as it appears to be. Impossible to identify anything wrong, anything you can pounce on with a cry of ‘Ah-ah!’, yet I feel...

      What?

      Not sure.

      Can’t articulate it, even in my head.

      This not-quite-right feeling comes over me far too often. Like when I’m about to cross a road and a car goes by, and the sun smacks its windscreen very briefly, and then the car’s gone and the world seems a shade darker, less real, or perhaps lighter, more real. Different anyway. Imperceptibly changed, but changed nevertheless. And the other day, returning from the shops with a few things, I approached the front door and was about to put my key in the lock when the thought came: what if it doesn’t fit this time? If everything’s different in there, furniture, curtains, carpets, beds? Different people too, who’ll come to the door to see who’s trying to get in. I won’t know them and they won’t know me, and I don’t live here, don’t have a husband called Joe, a daughter called Miriam, and I’m not Lena Rainey, I’m someone else, and nothing is as I thought it was.

      It was just a moment. One of many. It passed. They always do. But should they come at all? No, really, should they?

      CAL

      He was at the kitchen sink, gulping water from the tap, when he heard the doorbell. He lifted his head. Water dripped down the front of his shirt, and spread. Otherwise he didn’t move. Only when the ringing was replaced by a series of thumps and shouts – ‘Calvin? Come on, I know you’re in there! It’s cold out here! Open up or I’ll huff and I’ll puff and I’ll blow your rotten house down!’ – did he go out to the hall.

      He paused to prepare himself before opening the door. When he did, Julia’s face lit up. She stepped inside, shaking off a dusting of snow acquired between her car and the porch, dropped the two bulging bags she was carrying, gripped his head in both hands, and kissed him hard on each cheek in quick succession.

      ‘Didn’t expect you yet,’ he said, shaking her off.

      ‘Up at dawn, off soon after, that’s me,’ Julia said, kicking the door to with a heel. ‘Why’s your shirt all wet?’

      He didn’t need to answer. She was already galloping off, verbally, about this, that and the other, none of which he took in until she gave a theatrical shiver and wound her long skinny arms around herself like rope.

      ‘Holy mother of Judas, it’s perishing in here, haven’t you people heard of heating?’

      ‘The boiler’s packed up.’

      ‘Packed up? You mean there’s no heat?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘None at all?’

      ‘The water’s warm if you run it. We’re using the immersion.’

      ‘But it can be fixed, can’t it? The boiler?’ He shrugged. ‘Calvin, doesn’t your useless, spearmint-headed excuse for a father know that it’s the middle of winter and snowing?’

      It didn’t take long for her to fill the house with her noise and activity. After the first few minutes he kept out of her way as much as possible – not easy because she constantly sought him out or called for him as if needing to know where he was at all times. If it did nothing else, though, her presence, her unignorable presence, stopped him dwelling on the events of earlier, and by mid-day he was thinking that he must have imagined them.

      The middle of the afternoon found him on the old leather footstool in the Long Room, a barely-started jigsaw spread across the big coffee table. He hadn’t done a jigsaw since he was ten or eleven, and didn’t really want to do one now. ‘Thought you’d like it,’ Julia had said when she handed him Hieronymus Bosch’s ‘Garden of Earthly Delights in 3000 Pieces’. ‘You did?’ he thought. ‘How old do you think I am?’ But what he said was, ‘You know what Dad says about jigsaws.’

      ‘Let me guess. “Jigsaws. Ha! Get all the way to the end and the last piece is missing, why can’t it be the first piece, then you could give up before you waste all that time”.’

      ‘Close,’ he said.

      But it was a gift, and a gift, especially one like this, carries an obligation, so he tipped the pieces out of the box, spread them around, got to work. Every now and then as he hunched over the puzzle, Julia appeared at his side like an unwanted genie, pounced on a piece with a cry of triumph, and tried to force it into the wrong place. She’s crazier than ever, he said to himself.

      The sense of obligation to tackle the jigsaw wasn’t the entire reason he was in the Long Room with her at present. She’d found an old two-bar electric heater in the cupboard under the stairs. The dust on the elements had fizzed when she plugged it in, but in half a minute she’d been cheering and punching the air as the bars began to glow. With this small but welcome heat increase, if only in one corner of one room, this could easily have sounded and looked like a cozy scene: him bent over a jigsaw beside an old-fashioned fire; Julia sprawling on the couch, humming while working on some bizarre piece of knitting; snow falling at the French windows. If so, it was wasted on him. His thoughts, now that the house was relatively quiet, were somewhere else entirely. Somewhere that couldn’t possibly exist outside of the imagination, however real it had seemed, however tangible.

      MIRIAM

      It defies logic. It’s a whole new realm of madness. But I saw it with my own eyes. Saw him. His arrival, his departure. Knowing beyond all possible doubt that it happened – that he happened – I move on to wondering who he was. He was my age, thereabouts, still more boy than man, as they all are at twenty, twenty-one. All shrugs and grunts, swagger and cock. There was something else about this one, though. Something I didn’t really take in til he’d gone. His looks. The long straight nose, the hair and eye color, the slightly hesitant, quizzical gaze...

      So who was he? Where did he come from? Where did he go to? And… how? I recall his expression, something like incredulity, on realizing that he wasn’t where he’d seemed to believe himself to be. The way he gawped about him as if hoping to find something to latch on to, turned to the carving I’d been touching when he appeared at my side, stumbled toward it, reached for it, and… was gone. When I’d recovered sufficiently from this, sufficiently if barely, I looked the carving over, hoping it would tell me something. It told me nothing, but there was a hairline crack across the back of Sol Hoth’s hand that I’m sure wasn’t there before.

      JULIA, 44

      Few would have guessed, looking at her, listening to her, that Julia and his mother were sisters. While his mother had been of medium height, blue-eyed, with short fair hair, Julia was tall and rangy, with reddish hair that stood up like a badly cut hedge, and green gobstopper eyes. She had interests, though, many interests, but none that had much to do with the preparation of food. When Cal left half the meal she cobbled together that evening on the pretext that he wasn’t hungry, she gave him a sidelong look that suggested that she understood completely.

      ‘Still no dishwasher,’ she said while washing up afterwards.

      ‘No need,’ he replied. ‘We knew you were coming.’

      Her washing-up was as haphazard as her cooking. He could have done a better job of both, but kept this to myself. He didn’t want her here, so she could pay for inconveniencing him. If there was one trait that she shared with his mother – the inability to sit still for any great length of time – it wasn’t one that endeared her to him. She’d been unusually still for the better part of an hour, sitting on the couch with her feet up; feet which, in her outrageously-colored socks, looked enormous. The socks were just one example of her wardrobe of home-made garments, almost all of which looked too big, too bright, oddly shaped. She had a flat above her shop in Sheringham on the Norfolk coast, a small craft shop from which she sold other people’s work, some of it very good, while the flat was stuffed with wonky lampshades, badly-glazed pots, garish watercolors, and clunky bits of jeweler, all of Julia’s personal manufacture.

      The needles she was using for her latest knitting disaster were so long that she had to sit with her head way back in order to keep her eyes. Exactly what she was knitting – a dazzling construction of weird dimensions – was a mystery to him, as it might have been to her. While she worked she contributed to a TV quiz show, shouting things like ‘General Theory of Relativity!’ and ‘Napoleon!’ to questions whose answers were more in the region of the Hanging Gardens of Babylon and Elton John. Television was something of a novelty to Julia. She didn’t have one of her own and claimed not to want one, preferring the radio, but she seemed to be enjoying the quiz well enough. She had no trouble wrenching her attention away from it, however, as she proved when the hall phone rang by simultaneously throwing her knitting in the air and trampolining off the couch in order to flee the room and snatch the receiver before it was half way through the third ring.

      ‘Hello? Joe! Hey, how ya doin’, big boy?’

      After a spot of chat about nothing much she called Cal to the phone.

      ‘Cal!’ his father said. ‘I’m ringing from Gateshead!’ He made it sound as if he’d reached the North Pole after weeks of hardship, a diet of husky and ice, with gangrenous toes. ‘Julia says it’s snowing hard there. Here too now.’

      ‘Oh yes?’

      He didn’t want to talk to his father, so their conversation soon fizzled out and he returned to the Long Room, where he found Julia stabbing the TV remote in a wild attempt to avoid the news, which seemed to be on every channel. The contents of her own head were bad enough news, she said, without hearing about the rest of the world’s problems.

      ‘Anything to report from wherever he is?’ she asked, scowling at the screen.

      ‘Snowing,’ he said, going back to the jigsaw.

      ‘Is that it?’

      He grunted.

      Julia hit the off button and silence rushed in, and expanded; but she was as good at silence as she was most other things, so only a few minutes passed before she asked him how he was doing these days. He told her that he was doing okay. Silence again. Julia tried whistling through her teeth, but, finding that she couldn’t whistle badly and knit badly at the same time, shelved the whistle.

      CAL

      He went to bed early. Lay there listening to his aunt banging about downstairs. He had no idea what she was doing and didn’t care. Eventually she came up. He knew the house so well that he could tell which stair she was on by its individual creak. He heard her go into the bathroom, and the water pipes thump, the way they did when the hot tap was run too fast. Five minutes later she left the bathroom and, fifteen steps from there, closed the guest room door with a small but decisive click. Ordinary everyday sounds, but how different even a door can sound when closed by someone you don’t know well. It would be like that when Kath Henty got here. Everything she would do would be unfamiliar, and therefore irritating. Kath had visited for a week in September and slept in the room Julia occupied now. He hadn’t minded her then. She seemed warm and open and had a good sense of humor. But that was before she decided to move in with them. Take his mother’s place beside his father in bed. Now there was nothing about her that he cared for.

      He’d pulled the curtains back so he could watch the snowflakes drift and tumble from where he lay. By morning, if they continued to fall through the night, the world would be transformed. But his mind wasn’t on the weather, or tomorrow, or even Kath coming to live at Moorhens. It was on things he’d been trying to put away from him all day.

      Impossible things.
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      LENA

      Sometimes there are whispers in the night. Whispers I can’t decipher. Dream whispers, of course, but if they’re still in my head when I open my eyes they unsettle me. Like now, today. I lie here trying to push the whispers away. They go eventually, and still I lie, not wanting to get up, do anything much. No blithe leaping out of bed for me these days, flinging the curtains wide with joy in my heart. I think about the day ahead. Is it going to be one of those in which I can’t shake the suspicion that people I see are a little less real than they pretend? Just part of a performance put on for my benefit? Sitting on my own sometimes I catch a movement at the utmost edge of my eye. My spine prickles. I turn my head but there’s never anyone there. Just as well really. I am a mess. A mess who Miriam thinks has become a domestic drudge. A lowly chattel who considers it her duty to keep the house running smoothly, wash and iron everyone’s clothes, put food on the table at appointed mealtimes. But it’s not that. It’s nothing to do with duty. It’s that I have to do these things. Feel compelled to.

      I wasn’t always like this. In my teens I had very little sense of order, very little desire for it. No interest whatever in appearances, my own or the places I lived in. I cared about the things I was working on to the exclusion of all else. Nothing beyond the creative endeavors of Planet Lena counted for much at all. This attitude shifted a bit when I met Joe – maybe it was just timing – and quite a bit more when we moved to Moorhens, but even so I wasn’t always as nit-picky about detail as I am now. If I were to tell a psychologist that I didn’t have this need for order before the accident, she or he would immediately align my distaste for disheveled rooms with the terrifying chaos of a rearing railway carriage and all that followed. You can see it, can’t you? How this compulsion to establish personal regions of order and calm are nothing more than a simple-minded attempt to undo that horror.

      Whether such a theory would be bang on the nose or the stuff of Utter Bullshit World, I’m certainly less light of heart than I was before the derailment that briefly killed me. There’s always a sense of something dark huddled in the wings of my understanding. I don’t talk about it, even to Miriam, certainly not to Joe. It’s my inner world, not one they need to be saddled with. I doubt that Joe would feel particularly saddled anyway, but Mim… well, my darling girl is a lot more sensitive than she pretends. While I can talk to her about most things, I wouldn’t want to dump this one on her.

      The sole exception to my need for order in the house is the box room. The box room was much as it is now when Joe’s dad was alive. My fingers don’t twitch when I go in there. I don’t have to suppress the urge to spring into action and make it all neat and tidy, spick and span. No, it’s almost a relief to occasionally visit that small enclosed disaster area. It’s as if the real Lena lives there. The Lena who can still let herself go. Lena’s box room, last refuge of the who-gives-a-crap Lena Hoth of twenty-something years ago, before she became a proper grown-up. A domestic drudge with whispers in the night.

      CAL

      Morning. A little after nine by his bedside clock. He lay on his back under the duvet, breath hovering above him like small blue pockets of fate. After a while he crawled out, tugged his dressing gown on, went for a pee, then downstairs. He knew where Julia was well before he got to the kitchen by her screechy duet with Bryan Adams. ‘Morning!’ she sang as he entered. He grunted a reply, turned the radio down, took a packet of cereal from the larder.

      ‘I’ve arranged for someone to come and look at the heating,’ Julia said.

      ‘Just look at it?’

      ‘Hopefully fix it. Tomorrow morning, he said.’

      He tipped the cereal into a bowl. ‘Does my father know?’

      ‘No. Be a surprise for him.’

      ‘Like the bill when it arrives.’

      ‘By then he’ll be too warm to care.’

      He gulped the cereal down, went back upstairs, got dressed to music of his own. He left the music on to give the impression that he was still there and crept down again. He needn’t have crept. Julia, still in the kitchen, was now belting out Better Be Good To Me with special guest Tina Turner.

      From the foot of the stairs he crossed to the River Room, entered, closed the door behind him, went to the French windows, stood there looking out. As expected, it had snowed steadily through the night. Was snowing still. The grounds and all that grew in them and rose from them were white and flawless, every blade of grass an individual work of art.

      But he wasn’t there for the view. He turned to the sideboard and the piece of oak out of which his mother had planned to replicate her grandfather’s hand. She’d barely started it, but yesterday he’d seen, or believed he’d seen, the marvelous thing it would have become if she’d lived.

      MIRIAM

      My room. Waiting. He might not come back, today or ever, but I want to be ready if he does. I tried closing my eyes to one of my mother’s ‘relaxing’ tapes, but it only made me drowsy. I don’t want to be drowsy, I want to be alert, instantly in control if he reappears. I pick up my paperback and sit on the floor, back against the bed, knees raised to form a book-rest. I read a bit. Then a bit more.

      CAL

      Nervous, wary, expecting nothing, counting on less, within a beat of touching the unfinished carving he felt a tiny jump, as though he’d moved from one place to another by a fraction so small that it might not be measureable. And he had moved. One glance over his shoulder left him in no doubt of that.

      MIRIAM

      There’s no warning, no sound, just a tiny shudder in the air. I look across. ‘Took you long enough,’ I say, casual as can be. I’ve been practicing that.

      He gapes about him. ‘My room.’

      I set the book aside. ‘My room.’

      ‘This is my bookcase.’

      ‘My bookcase.’

      His eyes are everywhere. Then he says: ‘Why am I here?’

      ‘Ah, the great imponderables,’ I reply, getting up.

      ‘This room,’ he growls.

      I flick a finger at the carving on the bookcase. ‘I’m guessing because I brought that up.’

      He stares at Sol Hoth’s hand. ‘Where’d you get that?’

      ‘My mother made it.’

      He continues staring for a moment before focusing on something else. ‘My chair,’ he says.

      Again I correct him. ‘My chair.’

      He sits down in it. ‘Mine in every detail. There’s even a loose spring that digs into your arse.’ He tilts his hand on one of the arm-rests. ‘This rip. I made it when I dropped a pair of scissors when I was thirteen.’

      ‘Well, what do you know, so did I.’ Can’t help the sarcasm.

      He sits back. Takes in the rest of the room. I perch on the edge of the bed, let him get on with it, determined to seem calm, not show that I’m spooked as all bloody hell. By him, by what he’s saying, and not least, far from least, by the way he looks.

      CAL

      His chest of drawers. His corner cupboard, wardrobe, carpet, though all were cleaner than he was used to seeing them. There were some items of furniture he didn’t recognize, and ornaments and pictures that would never have been his choice. And the walls were papered, a delicate purple and green pattern, where his walls were painted, painted red, his choice four years ago. His tastes had changed since then, but there’d been no one to help him redecorate and no incentive to do it on his own. His curtains were black – again the taste of his adolescent self – while these were light. On this window ledge there were soft toys, including several dolls left over from childhood. On his equivalent ledge there was just litter and dust.

      He vaguely heard her say something but didn’t catch what.

      ‘I said how similar are they?’ she repeated.

      ‘How similar are what?’

      ‘Your room, this room.’

      He jumped to his feet. ‘I’m a bit short of dolls.’

      ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘I want to see the rest,’ he said from the door.

      ‘No, wait, you might – ’

      He was already looking out, at a galleried landing he knew all too well. Stairs that began their descent at the far end of the landing before right-angling after eight steps and continuing down a further sixteen. But the high wall down which the main staircase ran – bearing pictures of various kinds, only a few of which he was familiar with – was a muted yellow. When he last saw that wall a few minutes ago it was the same dull color it had been for years, in keeping with the long hall below.

      ‘Well?’ she said as he closed the door.

      ‘Identical.’

      ‘What about outside?’

      ‘I haven’t been outside.’

      ‘There’s this fantastic invention called the window.’

      He leant over the bed and looked out, down the now-white slope to the landing stage, the river, the disheveled opposite bank.

      ‘I’ve had this view all my life.’ He turned round. Sat on the bed. ‘I don’t get it. Any of it. Have I gone mad?’

      ‘If you have, we’re in the same padded cell.’

      ‘You don’t seem to be having much trouble handling it.’

      MIRIAM

      ‘It’s a façade,’ I say, which is very close to the truth. ‘Now this likeness…’

      ‘Likeness?’

      I pluck a mirror from the chest of drawers that doubles as a dressing table and squat in front of him holding it to the side of my head for him to see his face reflected alongside mine. I watch his eyes slide from my face to the mirror, and back, and to the mirror again. His gathering disbelief.

      ‘Holy shit,’ he breathes at last.

      I put the mirror back. He doesn’t move, just sits there, staring at the floor now. I give him a minute before deciding that this is as good a time as any to launch the questions I formulated in my mind overnight and wrote down earlier. I’m about to start when he lifts his head and asks me a question.

      ‘What is this?’

      ‘This?’

      ‘This… place.’

      ‘It’s my room, I thought we’d established that.’

      ‘The house,’ he snaps. ‘I mean does it have a name, or…?

      ‘It’s called Moorhens.’

      He looks at me like I’ve just told him I’m the reincarnation of Cleopatra’s favorite asp. Leaving me a shot at the upper hand.

      ‘Is this a con?’ I ask.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Am I being set up?’

      ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

      ‘Well you would say that.’

      ‘How do I know I’m not being conned?’ he says.

      ‘You’re the visitor. I woke up here this morning. Where did you wake up?’

      ‘My room.’

      ‘Which according to you is just like mine with fewer dolls.’

      What I don’t tell him is that I do believe him. Believe him without understanding a bit of what’s going on here. Believe him because there’s a limit to what your average conman can pull off – the appearing and disappearing act, for instance. Unless he isn’t average. It’s the face. There’s no avoiding that. But there’s a lot to find out yet. I tell him that I have some questions.

      ‘So do I,’ he says. ‘Like what the hell?’

      ‘Mine might be a little more to the point.’

      He waits. I kick off with asking where he was born.

      ‘What difference does that make?’ he asks.

      ‘I won’t know til I hear the answer. Where?’

      ‘House like this. Absolutely like this. The house I still live in.’

      ‘And does your house that’s so like this also have a name?’

      He hesitates, but finally comes out with it. ‘Moorhens.’

      What surprises me is that I’m not surprised by this.

      ‘Where in your Moorhens?’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘Were you born. Exactly.’

      ‘If I said on the stairs would you believe me?’

      ‘The stairs…’

      ‘No one believes that,’ he says.

      ‘Where on the stairs?

      ‘The square platform three quarters of the way up.’

      ‘Where the staircase turns?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘What do you call it, this square platform?’

      ‘Does it matter?’ he asks.

      ‘Tell me.’

      He sighs. ‘It’s known as the birth stair. Family joke, ha-ha.’

      I say nothing. I can’t. The birth stair. My mother tells people that I must have been impatient to get into the world because Dad didn’t even have time to get her to the car, let alone the maternity ward. If the midwife hadn’t lived two minutes away I don’t know what would have happened.

      I stare silently at my visitor, who stares back. It’s like looking at myself with slightly sharper features and shorter hair and stubble. But then he narrows his eyes; looks like he’s about to accuse me of trying to trick him. Looks like, but doesn’t. Instead he clamps his mouth shut as if he’s made up his mind never to speak again. But I have more questions, and I want answers, and quickly: my mother’s only downstairs, might come up any minute, call for me, anything. So I get to it. Question after question, mentally ticking off the answers I mostly have to drag out of him, supplying some of my own when required, until he suddenly laughs.

      ‘What so funny?’ I ask.

      ‘What isn’t?’ he says. ‘This is insane. Totally fucking insane.’

      ‘I agree. Also insane is that I’ve twice seen you appear out of thin air and once go back into it.’

      His gaze returns to the carpet. You can almost see his mind working. Unlike him, I don’t need to think it through. I was awake half the night doing that with what little information I had at the time. What I want is to move this along before he vanishes again. Time enough when he’s gone to sift through it all, put everything in some sort of order or place. If such a thing is even possible.

      ‘We need to look at some pictures,’ I say.

      He looks up, in a dazed sort of way. ‘Pictures?’

      ‘I have a couple here somewhere.’

      CAL

      She reached for a heap of blue and green material on the floor which turned out to be a bag that Julia might have made. While she sifted through it he noticed a drawing pad on the end of the bed. He picked it up and flipped the cover.

      ‘How did this get here?’

      She glanced up. ‘Some old drawings of mine. Just dug it out.’

      He began to turn pages. He knew the first four drawings very well, but on the fifth page saw one that wasn’t quite as he’d drawn it. Other drawings after that definitely weren’t his.

      ‘Ah,’ Miriam said, and held out a small plastic wallet.

      He set the drawing pad aside. ‘What is it?’

      ‘Snaps of my folks.’

      He accepted the wallet. Opened it. Inside were two passport-sized photos in transparent pockets. Seeing one of them he thought his heart was going to stop.

      ‘Mum doesn’t look so great there,’ Miriam said. ‘It was taken the summer before last. She was still getting over the...’

      She paused. Then asked if anything had happened to his mother two years ago. He said nothing. She asked again. And finally, with difficulty, he dragged himself out of his reverie.

      ‘There was… an accident.’

      Even after all this time it was hard to say it. It felt like an admission of something he shouldn’t have had any knowledge of.

      ‘What sort of accident?’

      ‘She was on a train. It came off the rails.’

      Miriam nodded, from somewhere deep within her own memory.

      MIRIAM

      I don’t think about it much. Don’t want to. I was a hundred and ten miles away when Dad rang. I threw a few things into a bag and caught the first train. Took a taxi to Addenbrooke’s, where I found him, in the early hours, returning from his latest enquiry. He was so relieved to see me. To no longer be alone with this. He pulled me to him, held me tight – something he’d rarely done since I hit my teens, and never has again since that night.

      ‘It doesn’t look good, Mim. They’re going to operate, but...’

      ‘But?’

      ‘They give her no more than a fifty-fifty chance.’

      Every time a doctor or nurse approached, I caught my breath. Was this it? The most devastating news imaginable. Two years on from that hellish night, I shudder at the thought of how things might have gone. Might so easily have gone. I lift my eyes to my visitor’s, which I find watching me intently.

      ‘She was lucky,’ I say.

      ‘Lucky?’

      ‘She was in a bad way afterwards. So bad I couldn’t leave her. Couldn’t go back to…’ I heave some breath into my lungs. ‘Did you stay and look after your mum too, or go back to Uni?’

      CAL

      At any other time he would have laughed at that. University, him? But it wasn’t any other time. It was now, and it was here, whatever here was. Instead of setting this or any other part of the record straight he asked himself why he wasn’t screaming that this girl and her perfect Moorhens were screwed-up figments of his imagination, and said nothing at all, a silence which might or might not have fuelled a need in her to blurt her version of the horrifying event of two years ago.

      ‘She had headaches for weeks, and her leg hurt something awful from whatever it was that fell on it in the carriage. She’ll always have a limp, they say, though she tries to hide it. Dad spent as much time as he could away from the shop and we took her out quite a bit to distract her from what she’d been through. You should see our photo album, all the places we visited that year...’

      His memories of the past two years were nothing like hers, and there were no photos. The day his mother died, the home she’d kept going for the three of them began to die too. Colors seemed to dull in weeks. Cleaning, polishing, tidying up – things of the past. Nothing was ever repaired, fixed, repainted. Dead light bulbs went unreplaced for the most part, and ornaments and bric-a-brac collected by his mother over the years were put away or disposed of, reducing the number of reminders of her.

      ‘Being away from the shop so much,’ Miriam went on, ‘Dad was totally ripped off by the swine he hired to run it in his absence. I hope Jack Collis rots in a very premature and nasty hell, I really do.’

      His father hadn’t hired anyone and he’d never heard of a Jack Collis. He didn’t tell her this either, just tossed the wallet back. She saw it coming, threw out a hand, missed it. It fell open between them, face up, and as he once again looked at the picture of the woman whose funeral he’d attended some months before it was taken, he heard a shout from the hall below.

      ‘Miriam?’

      He froze. So did she, but she recovered first, jumped up, bounded to the door, hurtled out.

      ‘Mim, what did you do with the bread?’ the voice demanded from the foot of the stairs.

      ‘I put it out for the birds like you told me to.’

      ‘I didn’t mean all of it. There was half a loaf there.’

      ‘Well? You said you were going to be baking.’

      ‘Yes. I am. But not for the birds, Mim!’

      He supposed the girl returned to the room after that, but he didn’t see. He was gone by then. Back where he belonged.

      LENA

      More pissed about the bread than even I feel I should be, I go back to the kitchen. I’m just two steps in when I’m filled with an emotion as sharp and unfathomable as an unwarranted slap. I rush to the table for support. Stand there, fists clenched on the table top, shaken, wide-eyed, afraid.

      Afraid? Of what?

      The phone rings, suddenly, as phones do. I stare at it for some time before reaching for it.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Hi, babe, how’s tricks?’

      ‘What’s wrong?’ I ask.

      ‘Nothing’s wrong, why should anything be wrong?’

      ‘Well it’s morning. Aren’t you at the show?’

      ‘Yeah, just taking a break. Thought I’d ring, see if you miss me.’

      ‘Not yet. Give me a week or two.’

      ‘I’ll only be away a couple of days.’

      ‘Sorry, not long enough to be missed. Is it busy?’

      ‘As Hades in the festive season.’

      ‘Worth going to?’

      ‘There are a few good things among the crap.’

      ‘Seen your fancy woman?’

      ‘Just a glimpse and a spot of sign language. She’s with people. We’ll probably meet up later. What’re you doing?’

      ‘Doing?’

      ‘Now. In the house.’

      ‘Well in theory, I’m baking.’

      ‘Good. Save some for me.’

      ‘You don’t know what it is.’

      ‘Don’t care. Be glad of anything when I get home.’

      ‘Such compliments.’

      ‘Call you later, shall I?’

      ‘Do that. If Kath can bear to let you go.’

      ‘I’ll twist her arm. Bye.’

      I sink into a chair
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