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.Prologue
Concerning Maxine, the Children, and the Matter of What Remains

Sometime after I had finished setting down the account of Kevin the Pilgrim - his leaving of the City of Convenience, his trials upon the Narrow Road, and his eventual arrival at the Realm of Ideal Enfranchisement - I found that the story did not, in fact, remain finished.

For though the book lay closed, the matter itself would not.

At first this was no more than a faint unease, like the sense that one has forgotten to turn off a tap, or that a form has been lodged without a crucial attachment. The tale had ended where tales are supposed to end: at arrival, adequacy achieved, the road resolved into destination. Readers had nodded, some approvingly, some sceptically, and returned to their lives.

Yet the City of Convenience did not return to stillness.

Nor did the little house on the crescent.

And nor - most insistently - did the woman who remained behind.

Her name was Maxine.

Maxine had stayed when Kevin left.

This is not a charge, nor a failing, nor even a choice that can be properly explained after the fact. She stayed in the way that many people stay: because the bins still needed putting out, because the children had school the next morning, because someone had to remain near the mailbox in case something official arrived.

She stayed because staying was legible.

Leaving, by contrast, had seemed vague.

Kevin’s departure had not been dramatic. There were no raised voices, no slamming doors, no speeches about destiny. He had simply reached a point at which remaining no longer presented itself as the responsible option.

“I’m going for a walk,” he had said.

And then he had kept going.

Maxine remembered this often, not with bitterness, but with a bafflement that never quite resolved itself. How does a sentence like that contain a life? How does one verb - going - hold an entire future?

In the weeks that followed his leaving, Maxine had been spoken to frequently, but almost never asked anything.

People told her she was brave.

They told her she was sensible.

They told her she was right to prioritise stability.

They told her - sometimes in the same breath - that Kevin had always been a bit like that.

None of this helped.

For Maxine did not feel brave.

Nor sensible.

Nor vindicated.

She felt incomplete.

Not broken. Not abandoned. Simply... unfinished, as though a sentence had been interrupted by a parenthesis that never closed.

The Children

There were four children.

They are worth naming, though names will not entirely contain them.

Manny, the eldest, who had already learned that responsibility is often mistaken for maturity.

Sonny,  who asked questions not because he wanted answers, but because silence made him uneasy.

Junior, who listened too carefully, and remembered things others assumed had not been noticed.

And the youngest, whose name need not be written here, because he was still in that stage of life where one is more gesture than noun.

They missed their father in ways that did not line up.

Manny missed him as an absence of precedent.

Sonny missed him as an unresolved argument.

Junior missed him as a pattern he could no longer complete.

The youngest missed him as a shape that no longer appeared at the door.

Together, they developed a private mythology.

Kevin had not left.

He had escaped.

This idea pleased them.

It gave his absence a geometry.

It suggested that what had gone missing had not dissolved, but relocated.

Soon they began to speak of him as though he had already arrived somewhere.

“Dad’s probably fine,” Sonny would say.

“Dad definitely knows where he’s going,” Manny would add.

Junior would say nothing, but would draw bicycles in the margins of his schoolbooks.

Maxine listened.

She did not correct them.

She did not encourage them.

She let the myth sit among them like a piece of furniture whose purpose was not yet clear.

The House

The house in the City of Convenience was not unhappy.

This is important.

It was functional.

The lights worked.

The water pressure was acceptable.

The neighbourhood association sent newsletters at reliable intervals.

If Maxine had been asked - on a form, perhaps - whether she was dissatisfied, she would have struggled to tick the box.

Yet something had shifted.

The house no longer instructed.

Previously, decisions had emerged organically, the way weather does. Meals had suggested themselves. Weekends had taken shape without deliberation. There had been an underlying assumption that tomorrow would resemble today closely enough not to require rehearsal.

After Kevin’s departure, this assumption collapsed.

Every choice became explicit.

“What now?” hovered over even the smallest actions.

The children noticed.

They began to wait.

Not dramatically.

Just a fraction too long before acting.

Maxine found herself pausing in doorways.

The house, which had once carried them, now seemed to require management.

And management, as she well knew, is not the same thing as direction.

Why This Book Was Written

I write these things not because Maxine’s story is more important than Kevin’s.

Nor because it is more difficult.

But because it is subsequent.

And there is a particular gravity to what comes after.

This book, therefore, concerns not the one who left first, but the one who stayed long enough to understand why leaving mattered.

It concerns children who inherit absence instead of instruction.

It concerns a will that contains nothing, and therefore must be lived.

It concerns the unsettling possibility that adequacy is not achieved all at once, nor even at the end - but unfolds, step by step, for those who continue to walk after the story seems finished.

If the first Pilgrim taught us that escape is possible,

this second must consider whether it is transferable.

And if so - 

to whom.

And at what cost.

Now, therefore, having said thus much by way of introduction, I shall proceed to set down the dream as it came to me concerning Maxine, her children, and the road that waited patiently while they decided whether or not to step upon it.

And if, in the telling, you should recognise your own suburb, your own pauses, or your own unanswered questions - 

do not be alarmed.

It is only the beginning.
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The House Without a Will

Some time after the departure of Kevin from the City of Convenience - and after the dust of commentary, speculation, and badly informed opinion had settled into its usual suburban drifts - it came to pass that the house in which he had lived entered a new and troubling phase of existence.

It was not abandoned.
It was not repossessed.
It was not redeveloped, rezoned, nor even significantly decluttered.
It was un-governed.

This condition, though not widely discussed, is among the most serious a dwelling can suffer.

The house stood where it always had, in a street that curved gently for no reason other than to discourage speeding and encourage conformity. The lawns on either side maintained their assigned shades of green. The footpaths remained marginally cracked but officially “within tolerance.” The streetlights came on at dusk with their habitual sigh of electricity doing its duty.

Yet something had been removed from the domestic atmosphere, and everyone could feel it.

Inside the house sat Maxine.

She was seated at the kitchen table, the same table at which Kevin had once delivered opinions, proposals, diagrams, and impassioned monologues that ended with the words “ - but that’s just my view.” The table bore the faint rings of mugs set down mid-thought, the shallow cuts of enthusiastic knife-work, and the deeper scar left by a regretted attempt at home repair.

Before Maxine lay a series of documents arranged in a manner that suggested both diligence and despair.

There were envelopes.
There were folders.
There were instructions for appliances that no longer existed.
But there was no will.

This absence was not merely legal. It was architectural.

The missing will hovered in the room like an unsounded instruction, a silence that refused to resolve into meaning. Without it, the house did not know what it was supposed to do next.

Maxine had searched everywhere.

She had looked in drawers Kevin had labelled carefully - Receipts (Important), Receipts (Less Important), Receipts (Probably Not Important) - and in drawers he had not labelled at all, which was always a sign of ambition. She had looked in the garage among boxes marked Context Required and Misc. Wires. She had looked in the back of books Kevin had insisted were “hollow in a philosophical sense, if not a physical one.”

Nothing.

She had even looked, once, in the freezer, remembering dimly that Kevin had read an article about someone who hid valuables there “ironically.” She found peas, ice, and a packet of sausages whose date suggested they had survived several administrations.

But no will.

At first, Maxine had thought of it as a simple oversight.

“Kevin was always busy,” she told herself. “He probably meant to get around to it.”

But as days passed, and then weeks, and then that special category of time known only to the suburbs - long enough that one must stop asking - the absence of the will took on a different quality.

It became deliberate.

Not intentional, perhaps, but consequential.

Kevin had not died.
Kevin had not vanished.
Kevin had not been taken, removed, nor misplaced by accident.
Kevin had left.

This distinction mattered, and yet it solved nothing.

In the City of Convenience, there were forms for death. There were pamphlets. There were procedures. There were solemn professionals who knew when to nod and when to offer tissues. Death, while unwelcome, was at least well-catered for.

Departure, by contrast - especially successful departure - was administratively unthinkable.

Kevin’s absence therefore occupied an awkward grammatical tense. He was spoken of in the past, but without finality.

“Kevin used to live here,” people would say, cautiously.

“Kevin went on that... thing,” others added.

“Kevin got out,” someone whispered, and then glanced around as though the phrase itself might be overheard and corrected.

It was this phrase - got out - that troubled Maxine the most.

It suggested escape.

Escape implied captivity.

Captivity implied accusation.

Maxine did not like what that said about her, the house, the street, or the City of Convenience as a whole.

Kevin had not been trapped, she insisted to herself. Kevin had been... dissatisfied. Kevin had been searching. Kevin had been verbose about it.

And yet, she could not deny that the phrase had a certain traction. It moved easily through conversations. It made sense in a way that resisted correction.

Kevin had somehow got out.

The house itself seemed to feel this.

His chair at the table remained slightly pulled back, neither claimed nor released. His mug sat untouched at the back of the cupboard, its handle turned inward as if awaiting instruction. The hallway light flickered more than strictly necessary, as though uncertain whether it was still obliged to illuminate Kevin’s late-night wanderings.

Even the house clock behaved oddly, losing time one day and gaining it the next, as though unsure which rhythm to follow.

Maxine noticed these things because she was still there to notice them.

She was not idle in her grief.

Grief, in the City of Convenience, is rarely theatrical. It is practical, iterative, and full of phone calls.

Maxine rang the solicitor.

The solicitor was a woman of crisp bearing and carefully neutral sympathy. She wore shoes designed for corridors and spoke in paragraphs that began with acknowledgements and ended with disclaimers.

“Well,” she said, after Maxine had explained the situation for the third time, “this is... unusual.”

“Yes,” said Maxine. “He went on a pilgrimage.”

The solicitor paused.

“A religious one?”

“Not exactly.”

“Was there an organisation?”

“Sort of.”

“Is he deceased?”

“No.”

“Missing?”

“No.”

“Returning?”

“Unclear.”

The solicitor removed her glasses and cleaned them with a cloth that appeared to have been waiting for this moment.

“Without a will,” she said carefully, “we are in a holding pattern.”

Maxine laughed, briefly and without humour.

“So am I,” she replied.

The lack of a will meant that nothing could quite proceed.

Accounts could not be closed, but neither could they be fully accessed. Decisions could be postponed, but not resolved. Responsibility hovered without landing.

Even the children felt it.

There were four boys, and they reacted in the manner appropriate to their ages and temperaments.

They complained.

They argued.

They ran.

They tested boundaries with scientific enthusiasm.

When Maxine told them to stop, they stopped briefly, then resumed in a different room.

When Maxine asked them to be quiet, they became philosophical.

“Why?” asked the eldest, Manny.

“Because,” said Maxine.

“But Dad used to explain why,” said Sonny.

This was unfair, but accurate.

The boys also discovered an interest in the walls.

At first, the marks were exploratory - lines, shapes, abstract expressions of motion. Then words appeared. Not meaningful ones, but energetic ones.

One afternoon, Maxine returned from the shops to find a crude drawing of a bicycle on the hallway wall, accompanied by an arrow pointing nowhere in particular.

“What is this?” she demanded.

“Dad,” said Junior.

“No,” said Maxine. “That is a drawing.”

“But it’s Dad now,” said the youngest, with complete sincerity.

Maxine felt a tightening in her chest.

That evening, as the sun lowered itself behind the roofs in its habitual resignation, the boys gathered in the living room.

“Someone should go after him,” said Manny.

Maxine turned from the sink.

“What did you say?”

“Dad,” Manny repeated. “He went there. We should go there too.”

“Yes,” said Sonny. “He wanted us to.”

This was true, in a sense.

Kevin had spoken often of the journey. He had explained it. He had outlined the risks. He had suggested - gently, persistently - that they might consider it together.

Maxine had said she wasn’t ready.  That the journey wasn’t practical.

She had said the boys were too young.

She had said the bus service was unreliable.

Kevin had listened. He had nodded. He had said, “I understand.”

And then he had left.

“Oh,” said Maxine now, surprising herself with the sound of her own voice. “Oh, that we had gone with him.”

The words fell into the room like something that had been waiting.

“Oh, that we had shared his inconveniences and his perils,” she continued, her voice unsteady but rising. “For then, had it fared well with us.”

The boys looked at one another.

“Yes,” said Manny solemnly. “It’s a damn shame.”

At this, all of them wept.

They wept for Kevin.

They wept for the house that felt paused.

They wept for the will that did not exist.

They wept because something had begun without telling them how it would end.

And while they wept, there came a loud knocking at the door.

Not the tentative knock of a neighbour. Not the apologetic tap of a delivery driver.

A firm knock.

A procedural knock.

Maxine wiped her eyes.

“If you are not a process server or a bailiff,” she called, “come in.”

The door opened.

A man stood there in a blue jacket with red piping. He carried a small satchel and the expression of someone whose job involved both hope and denial.

He looked around the house.

“Nice place,” he said.

Maxine recognised at once that he worked for the post office, and her heart warmed slightly, for postal workers were not salesmen, and sometimes they brought news.

“My name is Privacy,” said the man. “And I dwell with those that are highly adequate.”

At the word adequate, the house seemed to listen.

“I have come,” he continued, “from the CEO of the Realm of Ideal Enfranchisement.”

Maxine felt her breath catch.

“To tell you,” he said, “that your application is being - shall we say - considered.”

And with that, the silence of the house shifted.

The absence of the will remained.

But now, at last, the absence had been acknowledged.

And the journey - delayed, deferred, and doubted - had quietly, inexorably begun.
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The Knock of Compliance

Now after the man who called himself Privacy had crossed the threshold of the house, there followed a pause of some duration, during which no one spoke.

This pause was not awkward in the ordinary sense. It was procedural. It was the sort of silence that attends the arrival of official possibility - too important to interrupt, too ambiguous to celebrate.

Privacy stood just inside the doorway, neither advancing nor retreating, his satchel held loosely at his side. His jacket, regulation blue with red piping, fitted him with the ease of a garment worn not merely often but correctly. It was clean without being new, pressed without being proud. On the breast was a small badge bearing no name, only a symbol that suggested authority without committing to its source.

Maxine regarded him carefully.

She had learned, over years of living in the City of Convenience, to read officials. There were those who enjoyed power, those who resented it, those who pretended not to have it, and those - most dangerous of all - who genuinely believed they were only helping.

Privacy appeared to belong to the last category.

“Well,” she said at length, “you’d better come in properly.”

Privacy smiled. It was a smile practised enough to be reassuring, but restrained enough to avoid liability.

“Thank you,” he said. “That would be appropriate.”

He stepped fully into the house, closing the door behind him with a carefulness that suggested both courtesy and containment. The boys, who had been hovering at the edge of the hallway like curious wildlife, withdrew slightly, sensing that this was not a man who could be easily distracted.

Privacy glanced around again, taking in the furnishings, the state of the walls, the faint bicycle drawing still visible beneath an attempted clean.

“Very functional,” he said. “Solid. Good bones.”

Maxine did not respond. Compliments of this sort were never free.

They moved into the living room, where Kevin’s chair still sat in its ambiguous position. Privacy paused briefly beside it, then continued on without comment. Maxine noticed this, and filed it away.

He seated himself only when invited, choosing a chair that was neither dominant nor submissive in posture. He placed the satchel at his feet, unopened.

“I should say at the outset,” he began, folding his hands neatly, “that I am not here in an enforcement capacity.”

“That’s good,” said Maxine.

“Nor,” he continued, “am I here to make promises.”

“Oh - that’s not so good,” she replied.

Privacy smiled again, acknowledging the point without conceding anything.

“I am here,” he said, “to advise.”

Maxine felt a familiar tightening behind her eyes.

“Everyone is,” she said.

“Yes,” said Privacy pleasantly. “But not everyone is authorised.”

This, she recognised, was the first disclaimer.

He reached into his satchel and produced a slim folder, grey, unmarked, and slightly heavier than it looked. He did not open it immediately.

“I assume,” he said, “that you are Maxine.”

“I am.”

“And that you are the lawful spouse of Kevin.”

“Yes.”

“And that Kevin,” he continued, “passed through the Portal of Perception some time ago.”

Maxine hesitated.

“He left,” she said. “Yes.”

Privacy inclined his head.

“He is recorded,” he said, “as having completed his initial passage with a degree of... let us say... adequacy.”

This word again.

Maxine felt its weight.

“What does that mean?” she asked.

Privacy considered his answer carefully.

“It means,” he said, “that he met the minimum requirements in a manner that exceeded expectations.”

Maxine frowned.

“That sounds contradictory.”

“Only superficially,” said Privacy. “Kevin demonstrated resilience, adaptability, and a willingness to proceed without excessive documentation.”

“That doesn’t sound like him,” said Maxine sharply.

Privacy smiled, but this time there was something like genuine warmth in it.

“It surprised several people,” he admitted.

The boys had edged closer now, curiosity overcoming caution.

“Is our dad famous?” asked Manny.

Privacy turned to him.

“No,” he said gently. “But he is... noted.”

The distinction was not lost on Maxine.

“And how,” she asked, “is Kevin now?”

Privacy paused. This pause was shorter than the earlier one, but more deliberate.

“He is,” he said, “settled.”

Maxine waited.

“He has adapted well to the amenities,” Privacy went on. “He has made appropriate use of the cycling infrastructure.”

This phrase landed oddly.

“Cycling infrastructure,” repeated Sonny, impressed.

“Yes,” said Privacy. “It is... comprehensive.”

Maxine felt a flicker of irritation.

“You’re speaking about him,” she said, “as though he were a pilot project.”

Privacy acknowledged this with a slight tilt of the head.

“Kevin,” he said, “was among the earlier cohort. There was a learning curve. On both sides.”

“And what,” said Maxine, “does any of this have to do with me?”

Privacy opened the folder at last.

Inside were several pages, clipped together. They were dense with text, but Maxine noted immediately that none of it resembled a form she recognised. There were no boxes to tick. No signatures required.

“This,” said Privacy, “is not an offer.”

“Of course not,” said Maxine.

“Nor,” he continued, “is it an invitation.”

“Why would it be?”

Privacy met her gaze steadily.

“It is,” he said, “a notification of willingness.”

Maxine stared at him.

“Willingness,” she repeated.

“Yes,” said Privacy. “On the part of the CEO of the Realm of Ideal Enfranchisement.”

The words were carefully chosen. Maxine could feel the legal hedging around them.

“He is,” Privacy continued, “prepared to consider your application.”

“Prepared to consider,” Maxine echoed. “Which means what, exactly?”

Privacy consulted the document briefly, then looked up.

“It means,” he said, “that should you choose to pursue the matter, and should you meet the requisite criteria, and should there be no disqualifying factors, and should the process be followed correctly, then - subject to review - you may be admitted.”

The boys looked impressed.

Maxine did not.

“And Kevin?” she asked. “Did he have to go through all this?”

Privacy smiled, but there was a faint tightening at the corners of his eyes.

“Kevin,” he said, “was a special case.”

“Isn’t everyone?” asked Maxine.

“Yes,” said Privacy. “But some more so than others.”

She leaned back in her chair.

“Let me guess,” she said. “You can’t help us.”

Privacy spread his hands slightly.

“I can advise,” he said. “I can inform. I can clarify procedural expectations.”

“But can you,” she said, “get us tickets?”

“No.”

“Or a map?”

“No.”

“Or transport?”

“No.”

“Or a timetable?”

“No.”

Maxine laughed. It was not a happy sound.

“So what,” she said, “can you do?”

Privacy regarded her with what might have been sympathy, or might have been training.

“I can tell you,” he said, “that Kevin would likely be pleased to hear the sound of your feet.”

This landed harder than anything else he had said.

Maxine felt her throat tighten.

“And the boys?” she asked quietly.

Privacy hesitated.

“I don’t know about the children,” he said honestly.

The boys bristled.

“What does that mean?” demanded Manny.

“It means,” said Privacy, “that policies vary.”

“Policies about what?” asked Sonny.

Privacy smiled apologetically.

“Eligibility,” he said.

Maxine closed her eyes briefly.

“And how,” she said, “are we meant to get there?”

Privacy’s expression shifted. For the first time, something like discomfort crossed his face.

“Well,” he said, “that is... not within my remit.”

“Of course it isn’t,” said Maxine.

“You must,” Privacy continued, “pass through certain inconveniences.”

Maxine opened her eyes.

“Inconveniences,” she said.

“Yes,” said Privacy. “Much as Kevin did.”

“And where,” she asked, “do we begin?”

Privacy gestured vaguely toward the window.

“Head toward the light,” he said, “which you may see dimly in the distance.”

Maxine looked out. She saw rooftops, power lines, and a sky attempting optimism.

“Make your way,” Privacy went on, “to the Portal of Perception. Keep to the straight and narrow way.”

“And?” prompted Maxine.

“And,” said Privacy, “stay off the grass.”

The boys exchanged looks.

“Is that important?” asked Junior.

“It is.  Very much so,” said Privacy firmly.

Maxine studied him.

“And that’s it?” she said.

Privacy closed the folder and returned it to his satchel.

“That,” he said, “is all I am authorised to say.”

He rose.

Maxine stood as well.

“Wait,” she said.

Privacy paused at the door.

“You mentioned Kevin,” she said. “You spoke of him with... respect.”

Privacy nodded.

“He did not argue excessively,” he said. “He asked questions, but he did not demand answers.”

“That doesn’t sound like him at all,” said Maxine.

Privacy smiled.

“He surprised us,” he said.

At the door, he turned back once more.

“For what it is worth,” he added, “Kevin did not leave a will.”

Maxine felt a jolt.

“How do you know that?”

Privacy’s smile returned, but this time it was unreadable.

“Because,” he said, “from where he is now, it is no longer required.”

And with that, he stepped outside, closing the door softly behind him.

The house fell quiet again.

But it was no longer the same acceptable quiescence.

Maxine stood in the living room: the boys clustered around her.

“Well?” said Manny.

She looked at them.

“We’re being considered,” she said.

The boys cheered, like spectators at a football match who did not know whether the referee’s decision had favoured their team. 

Maxine did not join them in the celebration.

She looked instead at Kevin’s chair, still slightly pulled back.

Conditional hope, she realised, was heavier than despair.

And yet - she could not deny it - hope, however conditional, had entered the house.

The House Without a Will was now also a house with a possibility.

And that, she knew, would change everything.
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The Invitation With No Ticket

After Privacy had left, the house did not immediately return to its former state, for it could not. An official possibility, once introduced, alters the air in a dwelling. It is like opening a window in winter: even after it is closed, the temperature does not return to what it was. The furniture seems rearranged by implication. The walls acquire expectations.

Maxine remained standing for some time after the door had closed, listening to the diminishing sound of footsteps on concrete. She half-expected them to return - to hear a knock followed by an apology, an addendum, a forgotten form.

Nothing happened.

The boys, who had cheered at the phrase being considered as though it were a prize already won, began at once to speculate.

“So when do we go?” asked Sonny.

“Do we get bikes?” asked Junior.

“Will there be a map?” asked Manny, who, being the eldest, felt instinctively that a map would be involved.

“Will there be chocolate?” asked the youngest, who, being a growing lad, had a profound investment in agreeable forms of nourishment.

Maxine raised a hand.

“Stop,” she said.

They stopped - briefly.

She moved to the kitchen table and sat down again, looking at the scattered papers as though they had rearranged themselves in her absence. The solicitor’s card lay near the edge, its corners slightly curled. The manila envelope sat where it always had, empty and faintly reproachful.

“Listen,” she said. “We are not going anywhere  - yet.”

“But the man said - ” began the youngest.

“The man,” Maxine interrupted, “said nothing useful.”

This caused a pause.

“He said Dad was doing well,” said Manny.

“He said,” Maxine replied carefully, “that Dad met minimum requirements.”

This did not dampen enthusiasm.

“That’s good,” said Sonny.

“It is,” said Maxine. “But it is not a ticket.”

The boys exchanged looks.

“What’s a ticket?” asked Junior.

Maxine opened her mouth, then closed it again.

“It’s,” she said at last, “the thing that takes you somewhere without asking you to prove yourself first.”

This was not entirely accurate, but it would do.

The boys considered this.

“So we don’t have one,” said Manny.

“No,” said Maxine.

“Can we get one?” asked Sonny.

Maxine sighed.

“That,” she said, “is not how it works.”

The remainder of the day passed in a curious suspension. The boys went about their activities - homework, arguments, the rearrangement of furniture for reasons known only to them - but beneath it all ran a current of anticipation that could not be discharged.

Maxine herself felt it acutely.

She attempted to do ordinary things. She folded laundry. She answered emails. She cooked dinner. Yet each task now seemed provisional, as though it might be interrupted at any moment by an instruction she had not yet received.

When she reached for the bin at dusk, she paused, wondering - absurdly - whether it would still be collected if they were no longer fully resident.

At dinner, the conversation returned, as all conversations now did, to Kevin.

“What did Dad do to get considered?” asked Manny, twirling pasta with unnecessary force.

Maxine frowned.

“He wasn’t looking for consideration,” she said. “He just went.”

“Yes,” said Sonny. “But how?”

Maxine searched her memory.

Before he left, Kevin had attempted to explain it.  Of course he had, she admitted ruefully. He had explained the proffered path many times. He had spoken of the Portal, of the harsh road, of some likely inconveniences. He had spoken of the need to keep off the grass with a seriousness that had seemed disproportionate at the time.

But what, exactly, had he done?  What actual evidence was there of this heroic journey?

“He walked,” she said finally.

“That’s it?” asked Junior.

“Apparently,” said Maxine.

The boys looked unimpressed.

“And that man today,” said Manny, “did he walk?”

Maxine considered Privacy - his jacket, his satchel, his careful disclaimers.

“I don’t think so,” she said.

“Then how did he get there?” asked Sonny.

Maxine hesitated.

“I think,” she said slowly, “he has its own way of going back and forth.”

This impressed them.

“Like a bus?” asked the youngest.

“No,” said Maxine. “Like... paperwork.”

That night, after the boys had gone to bed, Maxine sat alone in the living room. Kevin’s chair remained unoccupied, its presence now almost theatrical. She resisted the urge to move it. Some things, she felt, should be left unresolved.

She picked up her phone and scrolled through old messages.

SMS had been Kevin’s preferred mode of communication, supplemented by the occasional email.  In both cases replies were not possible, because both the phone number and the email address were strictly categorized as private, and all attempts at a response bounced straight back.  Very occasionally, a letter arrived – franked, and without a return address.

Kevin had not been a prolific texter, but what messages there were bore his unmistakable tone: careful, explanatory, slightly apologetic.

A typical message:

Slow going. Portal busy.
Road narrower than expected. Think it might be worth it.
Tell the boys I’ll explain later.
She checked email. There was nothing new.

She wandered out to the letter box.  It weas empty.

She looked up and down the street, half-expecting Privacy to reappear, perhaps with an envelope marked ADDITIONAL INFORMATION. However, the street lay quiet, illuminated only by the streetlights’ resigned glow.

Maxine slept poorly that night.

She dreamed she was standing in a queue that did not move. Ahead of her were people holding tickets - paper ones, glossy ones, some digital and glowing faintly. When she reached the front, the attendant looked at her kindly and said, “You may be considered,” and waved her aside.

She woke before she could launch into an argument.

After breakfast, Maxine resolved to seek clarification.

This was, after all, her habitual attitude. She did not like ambiguity. She liked processes, provided they were honest about being processes.

She rang the number on the solicitor’s card.

“I have an update,” she said when the solicitor answered.

“Oh?” said the solicitor, alert now. “Has there been a development?”

“A man came,” said Maxine. “From the Realm.”

There was a pause.

“Mmnn,  The Realm.  I see,” said the solicitor, who clearly did not. “And?”

“He said my application may be considered.”

Another pause.

“And did he provide documentation?”

“No.”

“A timeline?”

“No.”

“Instructions?”

“Sort of.”

“Transport?”

“No.”

The solicitor exhaled.

“Then,” she said, “from a legal perspective, nothing has changed.”

Maxine laughed softly.

“From every other perspective,” she said, “everything has.”

The solicitor hesitated.

“If your husband is not deceased,” she said carefully, “and has not relinquished his assets, then his will - should one exist - would still be operative.”

“There is no will,” said Maxine.

“Then,” said the solicitor, “we are back where we started.”

After hanging up, Maxine made tea and sat at the table again.

She tried to reconstruct the conversation with Privacy, examining it for hidden clauses.

He had said willingness.

He had said consideration.

He had said inconveniences.

He had not said help.

This, she realised, was the point.

In the City of Convenience, help was always mediated. One filled in a form, attended a meeting, waited for approval. Effort was often substituted for presence. One could be helped without moving.

The Realm, it seemed, operated differently.

Advice was abundant. Guidance flowed freely. Words were plentiful.

Passage, however, was not given.

It was earned.

This thought unsettled her more than she expected.

Maxine
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