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Praise for The Rift


“This calm, quiet book contemplates the spaces between worlds and hearts, reality and… elsewhere. Tristane takes its place alongside Viriconium and the Dream Archipelago as one of the great creations of British literature.”


Dave Hutchinson, author of BSFA Award-winning Europe in Winter


“A heart-rending novel about being believed, being trusted, and the temptation to hide the truth. Of people going missing, and their incomplete stories. A generous book, it leaves the reader looking at the world anew. Dizzying stuff.”


Anne Charnock, author of Philip K. Dick Award finalist A Calculated Life


“Beautifully told, absorbing, and eerie in the best way – I was left contemplating its images of alienation, connection, and parasitic threat days after I had finished reading it.”


Yoon Ha Lee, author of Hugo and Nebula Award-nominated Ninefox Gambit


“Astonishing and brilliant, the best thing this immensely gifted writer has yet done.”


Adam Roberts, author of The Thing Itself


“Combining mystery, psychology, fantasy and science fiction with cool, stylish assurance… a genre-busting treat.”


Lisa Tuttle, author of The Mysteries


“A superb portrayal of the bond between sisters in a world of ever-shifting realities. Allan weaves a line between the familiar and the profoundly strange with effortless skill and assurance.”


E. J. Swift, author of Osiris


“A startlingly original and deeply affecting journey into the otherworlds of grief and its afterlife, The Rift is a marvel.”


James Bradley, author of Clade


“An intricate and empathetic journey into the feeling of not belonging. The Rift examines what it’s like to inhabit a house, a city, even an alien landscape. Then it asks – how do we know those places? When are we accepted, and when does that place become home? It’s a deep and powerful novel, speaking to those of us who see the world and yet struggle, in flux, to be a part of it.”


Aliya Whiteley, author of The Arrival of Missives
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The Before


Selena became friends with Stephen Dent the summer before the summer Julie went missing. Stephen Dent lived on Sandy Lane, four or five doors down from where Selena and Julie and their parents lived. He taught mathematics at Carmel College, although Selena didn’t know that until later. The first time Selena saw Stephen he was getting off a bus. She noticed him because of what he was carrying: a transparent plastic bucket with a large orange fish swimming in it. Selena watched the man go into his house and then she went into hers. A couple of days later she saw him again, buying a packet of straight-to-wok noodles at the Spar shop at the bottom end of Pepper Street. Selena was there with her sister Julie. Julie was buying a glittery lipstick and Selena was buying a pop magazine but they were mainly looking for an excuse to get out of the house. The summer of Stephen Dent was also the summer that Selena’s parents almost split up. Julie and Selena weren’t supposed to know about that, but it wasn’t difficult to work out, not so much because of the shouting as because of the silences that descended when the rows were over. The sisters assumed it was their father who was having the affair. They held long intense discussions



all that winter and spring about who he might be sleeping with, without coming to any definite conclusions, and only finding out months afterwards that it was not Raymond Rouane who had gone off the rails, but Margery.


For Selena, the most memorable thing about that time was that she and Julie became close again, almost as close as they had been when they were younger, giggling and whispering in corners and finding any and every excuse to be alone together. Selena felt overjoyed at this development, almost enough to be secretly grateful for the disaster that had prompted it. She had felt Julie’s growing away from her not just as a loss, but as a punishment. The reinstatement of her sister’s affections seemed like a miracle.


Not that it lasted. But for the first part of that last summer they were tight as drums, thick as thieves, close as conspirators. The memories flowed together in Selena’s mind still: the smells of baking tarmac and cracked lawns, the particular stillness of those evenings, mauve shreds of twilight collecting in the mouths of alleyways and shop entrances as it began to get dark, the charred scent from their neighbours’ barbecues. Neither of their parents seemed to care what time they came in at night, or even notice until they got back that they’d been away.


* * *


Stephen Dent was two people ahead of them in the checkout queue. Selena nudged Julie in the ribs.


“That’s him,” she said. “The fish guy.”


“What fish guy?” Julie said, too loud.


“Shut up.” Selena spun around to face the door. She did not want the fish man to turn and see her, to imprint her upon his memory. He was tall and slightly stooped, and his hair was going grey, a detail that contrasted oddly with the eye-burning Day-Glo orange of his Adidas trainers. He stood out from the crowd, Selena thought, as people who are loners or misfits tend to do. Julie glanced at him once in an offhand manner then appeared to dismiss him. At one time, Selena would have bumped her in the ribs again and whispered: “Alien.” Alien-spotting was a game they used to play all the time, back when Julie was fourteen and Selena was twelve and they were both obsessed with The X-Files. Anyone they happened to see who was wearing odd clothes or acting strangely, they would raise their eyebrows knowingly then race around the corner and collapse into giggles. Selena remembered sometimes laughing so hard there were tears in her eyes. She didn’t believe these people were aliens, not really, but a part of her felt excited by the possibility that they could be. What she enjoyed mostly was the closeness with Julie, the way they didn’t even have to look at each other to know what the other was thinking. The laughter bubbling in their chests, threatening to burst out any minute, like the alien in the movie Alien, only without all the blood.


At some point during the months following her fifteenth birthday, Julie stopped being interested in aliens and began spending most of her time alone, or with friends from school Selena didn’t know. Even now, during the delicious, unexpected weeks of their renewed intimacy, Selena was



afraid to ask Julie if she thought the fish guy might be an alien in case Julie had decided that aliens were permanently off the menu. One false step and Julie would tut and turn away and it would be half an hour at least before things were all right again.


They watched The X-Files on video that summer, sometimes, if Julie was in the right mood, but it wasn’t the same. Which was a shame, because the fish guy – Stephen Dent – was such a perfect alien. There were the trainers, for a start, which now Selena came to think of it were exactly the same shade of orange as the fish in the bucket. Then there was the contrast between his scrawny, schoolboy’s body and his wiry grey hair. He looked like an alien who had taken over the body of a child, a core X-Files concept if ever there was one, and now Selena had no one to share it with.


She watched the fish man as he paid for his noodles and then headed for the door. As he passed by her their eyes met, just for a moment, and Selena found herself thinking how sad he looked, how lost. She often wondered if it was that first glancing eye contact, their mutual recognition, that made it possible for them to become friends so quickly, later.


* * *


He told Selena he had moved up north from Stoke-on-Trent. His flat – his maisonette, actually – was an identical copy of the bottom two floors of the Rouanes’ house. Selena found it mildly unsettling, to step inside Stephen Dent’s home and find the same arrangement of rooms and hallways and dado rails as in her own. She knew perfectly well that if



her mother had known about her visits to Stephen Dent’s flat she would have put a stop to them, but Margery didn’t know, she had no idea, and so the visits continued. Selena knew nothing about Stephen Dent’s history until after he was dead. She liked to sort through his books, which were piled three-deep on the shelves in Stephen’s study, or the dining room as it was in Selena’s house. Stephen’s books seemed to be in no particular order: novels stacked next to dictionaries, mathematics textbooks intermingled with biographies of Dickens and Einstein and Chekhov, and an opera singer called Farinelli, a castrato who was the star of Handel’s operas.


“How do you remember where anything is?” Selena asked him.


Stephen laughed. His laugh was strained and dry, more like a cough than a laugh, as if he found the idea of laughter embarrassing and had invented a new sound to replace it, the way the newspapers would replace swear words with a row of asterisks. “I just do,” he said. “Actually, it’s easier. When you shelve books in alphabetical order you stop noticing them.”


Selena didn’t believe him at first, but she found it was true. Stephen’s books were more interesting to look at because you could never predict what you were going to find. And the strange thing was that in spite of the random arrangement it really wasn’t difficult to remember where a particular book was, if you needed to find it again. Selena soon learned that the book about black holes was shelved next to the tragedies of Aeschylus, that the Collins Guide



to British Butterflies could be found tucked in next to Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats.


The only books Stephen Dent kept in order were his books on koi carp. Selena’s favourite was a long, heavy volume in both Japanese and English, with a colour photograph of a different fish on every page. Selena learned that koi carp were just ordinary river carp that had been selectively bred for colour. There were more than a dozen named colour varieties: kohaku, taisho sanke, showa sanke, tancho, chagoi, asagi, utsurimono, bekko, goshiki, shusui, kinginrin, ochiba, goromo, hikari-moyomono, kikokuryu, kin-kikokuryu, ogon, kumonryu. There was even a name for koi that didn’t fit exactly into any of the other categories: kawarimono. Stephen taught her how to write some of the group names in Japanese characters, which were called kanji. She found the kanji fascinating because they seemed to add up to more than themselves, containing many shades of meaning within the one precisely intricate set of pen-strokes. So different from English letters, which were exactly what they said and no more.


The fish Selena had seen Stephen carrying off the bus in the plastic bucket was a taisho sanke and her name was Takako.


* * *


When Selena asked Stephen how come he knew Japanese, he told her he’d spent a year in Osaka, teaching English. “I lived with a family called the Shiburins. Mr and Mrs Shiburin were both teachers. I never became particularly close to



them, but I didn’t know my own parents that well, either.”


The Shiburins had a daughter, Hiromi. She was nineteen. “Did you fall in love with her?” Selena asked, knowing that the answer was obvious: of course he did. He was still in love with her when he came to live in Lymm, almost thirty years later. Stephen showed Selena a photograph of Hiromi, who had been a round-faced, gently smiling young girl with her dark hair cropped in a straight line across her forehead. Something about her made Selena think of Peter Pan, and she wondered if this was because in Stephen’s eyes at least Hiromi would never grow up. She would always be as she was in the photo, even though in real life she would be a woman now, with children of her own maybe, children the same age as she was in Stephen’s picture.


“Did you stay in touch?” Selena asked.


Stephen shook his head. “Hiromi’s father wouldn’t let her. He said she was too young to think about a relationship. He made her promise not to write to me and said that if I wrote to her he would confiscate my letters. I think he was afraid that if we kept on seeing each other she might have wanted to move to England. He hated the thought of losing her.”


Stephen learned everything he knew about koi carp from the Shiburins. Hiromi told him that individual koi might live for a hundred years or even longer. One of the Shiburins’ fish, a classic kohaku named Nero, had originally belonged to Hiromi’s grandfather, who had been given it as a coming-of-age present by his parents.


“All the fish loved Hiromi,” Stephen said. “I liked to think they saw her as a goddess.” He laughed again, that odd



choking sound. When Selena asked him if he’d ever loved anyone else, after Hiromi, he didn’t answer. He acted as if he hadn’t heard the question and perhaps he hadn’t. Selena didn’t feel that she could ask it again.


Stephen’s back garden was much longer than the Rouanes’ and he kept it immaculate. It was laid out in the Japanese style, with neat sections of gravel and narrow paved pathways, drooped over by the elegant spindly trees with five-pronged red leaves that Selena had seen in the set of Japanese prints on Stephen’s living-room wall.


“They’re Acers,” Stephen told her. “Japanese maple.”


At the far end of the garden lay Stephen’s carp pond. There were twelve koi in all, ranging in age from three to twenty-five. Stephen had taught them to feed from his hand. Selena found them beautiful but a little unnerving. The oldest fish, Katsaro, was older than she was, and would probably outlive her. Katsaro knew his own name, and came gliding to the surface of the water when you called him. Selena couldn’t decide if she found this spectacularly impressive or just creepy. It had never occurred to her that fish might be capable of thought, of remembering words, but Katsaro offered proof that they were. Selena couldn’t escape the idea that he was watching her.


* * *


Selena learned that Stephen taught maths, but other than that and his time in Japan she knew nothing about his life before she met him and the truth was she wasn’t much interested. She thought it was sad that Stephen was still



pining for a relationship that had ended thirty years before, especially since she had an idea that the feelings had been much stronger on Stephen’s side than on Hiromi’s. Selena felt sorry for him in a way, but the main reason she kept visiting Stephen was because he made her feel special. Stephen’s flat, so intriguingly stuffed with books and Japanese knick-knacks, gave her an escape hatch, somewhere to go where no one would question her, and that was not seething with thundery reproaches and unspoken resentments. She liked to sort through the books in Stephen’s study. She also enjoyed sitting beside the carp pool while she gave Stephen the lowdown on the latest school feuds and teacher outrages, who was in and who was out and who was an idiot. She found Stephen easy to talk to, chiefly because she knew that anything she happened to tell him would remain their secret. She avoided the subject of Julie almost entirely. Selena had the feeling that Julie knew about her visits to Stephen but had decided for whatever reason not to say anything.


As the summer passed its halfway mark and the new school term approached, Julie had begun to drift away again. This second desertion hurt even more than the first, because Selena sensed that this time their separation would be permanent. Her friendship with Stephen Dent was small recompense, but at least it was something.


The idea that Stephen might have done something wrong – that he had been suspended from his job in Stoke-on-Trent, that one girl’s mother had accused him in open court of being a dangerous fantasist – would have seemed incredible to her, like something from the tragedies of



Aeschylus. To Selena at fourteen, Stephen Dent, with his greying hair and stooped shoulders, was already an old man.


Almost exactly one week before Stephen killed himself, Selena emerged from the front door of Stephen’s maisonette just as Julie was stepping off the bus outside their house.


“Befriending the aliens now, are we?” Julie said.


“Infiltrating,” Selena said, and grinned. She felt simultaneously sheepish at being caught and gratified to the point of stupidity that Julie had acknowledged their old enthusiasm, even in passing. She felt a pinprick of guilt also, for having somehow betrayed Stephen, but consoled herself with the thought that he would never know.


* * *


From what Selena heard later, it appeared that someone in Stoke had sent a newspaper clipping to someone in Warrington, and the rumours had begun to circulate from there. Stephen, who had come north in the hope of making a new start, was not going to be allowed to forget his past. Even though the courts had acquitted him of any wrongdoing, even though all Stephen wanted to do was earn his living and read his books and tend his koi carp.


One night in late September, some local youths shimmied over the back wall of Stephen’s garden and poured a bottle of disinfectant into the carp pond. All twelve fish died, of course. Selena didn’t find out about it until the evening of the day it happened, when she called in on Stephen as usual on her way home from school. Stephen came to the door distraught and weeping, barely able to speak. He put his



arms around Selena and held her, his whole body trembling. The embrace went on for what seemed like ages and the longer it lasted the more uncomfortable and out of her depth Selena felt. Stephen had never touched her before. This sudden demonstration of affection was both unwelcome and completely unexpected.


He smelled fiercely of sweat, as if he’d been running, or was going down with the flu. He kept repeating Selena’s name, as if he believed it could save him somehow. When he told her what had happened, Selena felt a deep-down horror, the kind that twists your guts and makes you feel sick. She had no idea what to say. She could offer him no words of comfort, because there were none. Selena wanted to leave the maisonette and never go back. She felt her refuge had been spoiled, violated by an action so unspeakable she didn’t want ever to have to think about it. She would have liked to pretend the carp pool had never existed.


For the first time in a long time, what Selena wanted most was to be at home.


“They poisoned a whole world, don’t they realise?” Stephen said, when at last he was able to let go of Selena and talk about it. He made tea for them both, his hands still shaking. “Just imagine if someone pumped the Earth’s atmosphere full of cyanide – imagine the terror, the agony. That’s what those boys did to my beautiful carp. And for no reason.” His voice trembled, and he began crying again, this time more quietly.


Even when Selena finally managed to extricate herself and go home – she made an excuse about a non-existent



friend of her father’s who was coming to dinner – she immediately began to worry about how she could possibly avoid having to see or speak to Stephen Dent in the future. That night she had a nightmare about the fish. She dreamed she came downstairs to pick up the post and found one of the koi carp on the doormat instead, flapping on the coarse brown bristle with its pink gills heaving, and no water to put it in. She woke with her heart racing, still wondering about how long she could put off visiting Stephen without it becoming obvious that she was avoiding him.


As things turned out, that wasn’t a problem she had to deal with. When Selena arrived home from school that afternoon she found two police cars and an ambulance parked in the street outside. According to her mother, someone a few doors along had committed suicide.


“He’d been in trouble at work, apparently,” Margery said. She didn’t elaborate, and Selena never found out if she knew who Stephen was or what his history had been. Selena felt shocked and empty and sad. She kept thinking of something Stephen had said to her the day before, about not wanting to live in a world where people could kill innocent creatures and get away with it. The idea that he had meant it literally had not crossed her mind. Did this mean that Stephen’s death was her fault, that if she’d believed him more she might have done something to persuade him out of it? The thoughts troubled her, but she didn’t dwell on them for long. Too much had happened that summer already. She wondered what would become of his books. Stephen hadn’t mentioned relatives, not even once.


* * *


There was police tape outside Stephen Dent’s house for a while, and then a For Sale sign. Selena never discovered who bought the place, and nor did she try to. By the Easter of the following year, the whole Stephen Dent episode had begun to take on the texture of unreality, a strange interlude that had spun itself out of the backwash of the other unpleasant things that had been happening at the time. Three months later Julie went missing, and Stephen became relegated to what Selena soon came to think of as the Before.


She did not think of him again for many years.











1


Selena had been in The George with Laurie and Sandra all afternoon, celebrating Laurie’s promotion and bitching about some madam muck in Sandra’s cordon bleu class and inevitably going over the Johnny saga for the millionth time. She’d thought she might be able to get through a couple of hours without any of them broaching the J-word, but then Laurie asked if Selena had heard from him and so of course that was it: another round of beers, another hour gone. Laurie and Sandra meant well, she knew that, but Selena had reached the stage where talking about Johnny was becoming tedious instead of cathartic. Walking back from the pub, she kept kicking herself for letting the subject get dragged up again. She made a resolution: the next time anyone mentioned Johnny she would say he was out of her life for good and that the subject was closed. By the time she arrived outside her house she’d come to the conclusion that the situation was her own fault anyway. She should either tell her friends how she really felt or stop egging them on.


Laurie and Sandra were as bored with the subject as she was, probably. As she fumbled her key into the lock,



Selena found herself wondering if they ever talked about her behind her back. Stupid bitch, why can’t she get over it? He was a dick anyway. She smiled to herself because in a sense it was funny, and because for the moment she didn’t care much either way. What she wanted was coffee, and Marmite sandwiches, and whatever was the least worst option on TV.


The phone started ringing more or less the second she stepped inside. Her first impulse was not to answer it, because she’d had enough talk for one evening, and no one ever called her on the landline except for telesales. She picked up mainly to stop the ringing, also because what if it was her mother calling, or Vanja, telephoning to ask if she’d open the shop for her the following morning? Vanja made this request so often Selena wondered why she didn’t just put Selena down for Monday earlies on a permanent basis. It wasn’t as if Selena ever gave her grief over it.


If it wasn’t Vanja it would be a call centre. They could piss right off.


“Hello,” Selena said. She pressed the receiver against her ear, listening for the familiar hiss that would confirm that the call was being processed through an automated switchboard. Laurie once told her she always slammed the phone down when she heard that sound, she didn’t even wait for anyone to speak, but Selena always found she couldn’t do that, she could never not feel sorry for the person at the other end. She wondered how often call centre employees got sworn at per day, on average. Laurie had once worked in a call centre. Selena would have thought that might make her more sympathetic, but apparently not.


“Selena?”


That voice. Selena’s heart knocked, as if she’d been caught eavesdropping.


The caller wasn’t Vanja, Selena knew that at once, but she recognised her all the same, or at least she thought she did – she knew her voice. Someone from way back, she told herself. An echo, rising up through the mists of time like a memory you can’t quite grab hold of but that still churns around inside your head like a captive ghost. Her.


The beer-fuzz dissipated almost instantly, lifting off in a rush like a flock of starlings, leaving the surface of her mind feeling vulnerable and exposed. Raw and pink, like the tender, newly formed skin you find under a scab.


Who was it? Selena knew full well who it was, only she didn’t. The same feeling you got when you ran into someone familiar out of context, and couldn’t think for the life of you who they were.


The caller knew her name, though, she’d spoken it aloud. Selena hesitated. She leaned her head against the wall next to the phone. She thought about saying “wrong number” and putting down the receiver. The idea was tempting but ultimately void – whoever this person was would just call back. “Hello,” she said again. She hoped the caller might say something else, give her a clue.


“Selena, it’s Julie.”


Selena’s first, split-second reaction was that she didn’t know anyone called Julie and so who the hell was this speaking? The second was that this couldn’t be happening, because this couldn’t be real. Julie was missing. Her absence



defined her. The voice coming down the wire must belong to someone else.


A prank call. There had certainly been enough of them, at the time. Selena listened to the faint shhh-shhh-shhh of the open phone line, the more distant background hum of the fridge. There was a pain inside her skull, an entity. She tried not to concentrate on it, not to give it houseroom. She was holding her breath and her lungs hurt. She stared at the perforations in the inverted plastic cup of the telephone receiver, knowing that if she breathed out there would be a rushing, a susurrus. The person at the other end would know she was there.


“Please don’t put down the phone,” Julie said.


“Julie?” said Selena. She found she was listening to her own voice, trying to memorise the sound of it, as if it were a recording she was hearing and not the real thing.


The police had said that if there were prank calls they should be notified immediately.


Whoever heard of a prank call after twenty years?


“No,” Selena said. Like: no, this isn’t happening or no, I don’t know who the fuck you are but you’re not my sister or no, just no. Pick one.


“I know how this must sound,” said Julie. Selena laughed, a bright, shallow, tinny sound, like balls of scrunched-up aluminium foil being rattled around in the bottom of a plastic cup. I sound like a laughter track, Selena thought. Someone making noises at something that isn’t funny, but trying to get a laugh out anyway because they know it’s expected.


I know how this must sound. Like imagine that someone died, and you went to their funeral. You opened the cards



and answered the letters, said thank you for the flowers. You saw time whipping past your windows like a thick blue fog.


Twenty years later you picked up the phone and suddenly someone’s telling you it was all a joke.


Ha ha, very funny. Now piss the fuck off.


“Who is this?” Selena said. Then silence, a blank space so loud Selena could almost feel the hurt in it. She could hear her own teeth chattering, as if she’d just found out about something awful and was about to cry. Things she heard on the news affected her like that, sometimes. Missing children and railway accidents, house fires, the kind of bottomless everyday tragedies she couldn’t talk about because if she even opened her mouth to mention them she knew she’d burst into tears.


You’re too soft, you are, Sandra had said to her once.


So far as Laurie and Sandra knew, their friend Selena Rouane was an only child.


“It is me,” Julie said. Her words sounded faint, like an afterthought, as if having her existence exposed to doubt had shaken her belief in it.


“You don’t,” Selena said.


“Don’t what?”


“Know what it sounds like. You don’t know me.”


“I meant to call sooner, honestly. I know your number by heart.”


“How did you get this number, anyway?” Selena made a point of keeping the landline ex-directory. Because of the call centres, mainly. Fat lot of good.


“Mia Chen gave it to me. I told her I was a friend of yours, from college.”


“So you’re spying on me now?”


“Calling Mia’s not spying. She’s in the phone book.”


“I haven’t seen her in months.” Selena remembered the way Mia had looked at Dad’s funeral: the gorgeous suit she’d been wearing, her own tongue-tied awkwardness. How do you tell someone you’re pleased for them without making it sound as if you resent the hell out of their success?


Dad had always liked Mia. He’d be sad if he knew they’d fallen out of touch.


Selena wondered if Julie knew their father was dead.


“Julie.” Trying it out again just to hear the sound of it, the sound of Julie’s name in her mouth. Selena tried to remember the last time she’d called her sister by name, spoken it to her instead of about her, and found she couldn’t. You never called people by their names, not usually. Not unless you were annoyed with them, or trying to attract their attention on the street.


Was she willing to believe this was Julie, even for a moment?


What if she gave credence to this woman’s story, and it turned out to be bullshit?


“Have you spoken to anyone else?”


“No. Selena—”


“What was the name of that glove puppet I had? You know, the racoon.”


“You mean Mr Rustbucket?”


Julie spoke the name without hesitation, without missing a beat, the kind of corny scene that crops up in the movies, when the missing spy or twin or whoever has to prove their



identity by giving the answer to a question that no one else would know. And who would know about Mr Rustbucket, other than Julie? Selena felt a wave of nostalgia for the stuffed toy, a plush replica of the cartoon racoon in Deputy Dawg, hero of the ongoing epic she and Julie had invented called the Dustman Chronicles. Mr Rustbucket, who had been around forever and was suddenly gone. What had happened to him, exactly? Selena couldn’t recall.


“You remembered,” Selena said.


“Of course I remembered. Do you still have him?”


“No. I must have left him behind somewhere.” Selena felt close to tears, a huge compacted weight of them, like a concrete block, crushing her chest. “Have you told Mum you’re back?”


“No, and I’d rather we didn’t, not yet anyway. I’d like us to get to know one another again. Is that OK?”


“What happened, Julie?” Selena saw the question as she heard herself speak it, a flashing road sign on an icy motorway: SLIPPERY SURFACE or DANGEROUS CORNER or DANGER AHEAD. If she could see the question flashing she knew that Julie could, too. They had always been close that way, even when they hadn’t been, those years when Julie had shut her out of her life almost completely.


The question wrapped itself about her throat like an icy scarf. The closer the coils the colder she felt.


“Soon,” Julie said. “I’ll tell you everything. I promise.”


“Where are you?” asked Selena. “I mean, where are you now?”


The question felt more possible than where have you



been? It occurred to her there was a room somewhere with Julie in it, Julie holding a telephone and speaking into it. Were her shoes on or off? Was she seated or was she standing? When this conversation was over would she walk calmly into her kitchen and begin making supper?


It was impossible to think of Julie existing anywhere, except in the newspapers.


“I’m here, in Manchester. Have you got a pen?” She gave a street address on Palatine Road, also an email address and a mobile number. “I’m right by the Christie Hospital. I’m working there – in Outpatients. Do you know where it is?”


“Of course. How long have you been back in Manchester?”


“About eighteen months. Well, six months in this place. I was living in Altrincham before but this is better for work.”


Why now, Julie? Selena thought but did not say. Her throat felt constricted, swollen around the unspoken words as if someone had punched her there. She’s been here all this time, she thought. All this time, without calling, or writing. I could have walked past her on the street and never noticed. Perhaps I already have.


Why now, Julie?


Did you hate us that much?


“Can we meet?” she said at last. The words seemed to hang and twist in the open air. If you blew on them they’d tremble, she thought, like leaves caught in a spider’s web.


“That would be great,” Julie said. Selena heard her exhale, her spent breath rushing down the line towards her like a gust of wind. She was afraid I’d refuse to see her, Selena realised. Serves her right. “I hate the telephone. The telephone’s awful.”


“When?” Selena said.


“Tomorrow evening?” Julie named a place in town, a brasserie near The Dancehouse. It stayed open late, Selena knew, because of the cinema. She and Johnny had eaten there a few times. It was nice. “About six o’clock?” Julie added.


“It might have to be six-thirty. Depends what time I get off work.”


“Whoever gets there first can grab a table.”


“Fine,” Selena said. “Bye, then.” She felt like laughing aloud. How ridiculous it was to have to say something, when there were no words that fitted. She kept the phone pressed to her ear, listening for the click that would tell her Julie had disengaged. She didn’t want to be the first to hang up, she realised, in case this turned out to be it, the last she’d hear from her, that awful clichéd brrrrrr sound and then nothing. She stared at the piece of paper with Julie’s address on it, the back of an envelope, something she’d torn off for scrap paper because there was nothing else to hand. What had been in the envelope to start with she couldn’t remember. A credit card offer, probably, long since recycled.


Belatedly Selena realised the phone had gone dead.


She sat down on the floor with her back to the skirting board. She cradled her head in her arms, pressing her forehead hard against her knees. Closer to the ground, she felt better immediately. She briefly considered falling asleep, right there in the hallway. It was what her body seemed to want, although she knew she shouldn’t give in to it. She needed to eat, to pick herself up, to get through the evening.


At least Vanja didn’t call, she thought. She got up off



the floor and went through to the kitchen. She would make sandwiches, cheese and Marmite, the same sandwiches she’d been looking forward to when she came through the door. The world had moved on since then, just a bit, but that didn’t mean she had to be cheated out of her sandwiches.


An image came to her of Mrs Dennis, who had worked as a dinner lady at their school for more than twenty years: Mrs Dennis in cartoon form, passing a plate of sandwiches through a hatch marked ‘yesterday’ to a monitor in a dining hall labelled ‘tomorrow’. Selena found the image amusing, though she doubted Mrs Dennis, who’d been strictly no nonsense and eat your veg, would have found much to laugh at.


Mrs Dennis had made Julie cry once, Selena remembered. Julie always called her the Menace after that.


Antiques Roadshow was on the TV. A woman with a prominent mole on her right cheek and oversized Elton John spectacles with purple frames was being told the value of a gold broach that had originally been given to her grandmother as a confirmation present. The woman was wearing floral dungarees, and looked forcefully cheerful in a way that suggested her life hadn’t always been easy, that her grandmother’s broach was something of an exception to the rule. What a charming piece, said the resident expert. I estimate its value at five hundred pounds.


Not in Manchester, thought Selena. You must be having a laugh. Vanja really would have laughed her head off, if she’d been watching, only she wouldn’t be. Vanja never watched anything on TV except soap operas and cop shows. Apart from her husband Vasili’s illegally imported Dutch porn, that is.


I love the pornos, Vanja once told her, rolling the ‘r’ vigorously and with enthusiasm, like a small but difficult object being trundled downhill. I find them relaxing. Better than comedy. Mostly, Vanja said, porno is comedy. She laughed. Vanja had a way of laughing that made you feel you’d taken part in something illegal.


The woman in the dungarees was smiling and saying thank you. She looks a bit like Mrs Dennis, Selena thought, the Menace with a wilder dress sense and a kinder smile. She watched the programme through to the end. After the closing credits, someone came on to do the weather. Selena muted the sound and closed her eyes. Her headache had diminished but was still vaguely present, a tangle of greyish wadding behind her eyes. The gas fire ticked. Selena got up from the sofa to close the curtains and then sat down again.


She had been thinking that everything had changed, but was that really true? In the world beyond the curtains, Julie had been present already, a physical fact. The only difference between today and yesterday was that yesterday Selena hadn’t known that, and today she did.


If the world beyond the curtains had contained Julie all along, the world inside Selena’s head had been a lie.


Partly a lie, anyway.


Contaminated by lie-stuff, like rust on metal.


Mr Rustbucket, thought Selena. What happened to you?


She would never have given the raccoon away intentionally. Perhaps Julie had taken him with her when she went. Selena drew her legs up on to the couch and curled on her side. She had no idea she’d been asleep until she woke



three hours later, her right arm stiff with pins and needles from where she’d leant her head on it.


The television was still on, still mute. There was a police procedural playing, the one that was set in Cornwall with the posh detective. Vanja preferred the American shows, with guns.


Selena switched off the TV and headed for bed. It was quite early still, but turning her mind to anything else felt out of the question.
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Julie disappeared on a Saturday.


Selena had often thought about how if her sister hadn’t gone missing, that day would have been erased from her memory. Or not so much been erased as simply faded, merging into all the other, similar days that offered no particular reason to be remembered. As things were, she could recall it in every detail with a knife-edged clarity. Even that wasn’t right though, she realised. It was not the details she remembered so much as the details as she had remembered them later: for the police who first came to the house, for the woman officer who interviewed her later about Allison Gifford, for herself, as she went over each moment of the day in her own mind, searching for something she knew already would not be there. How could it be there, when it hadn’t been there the last time or the time before that?


That elusive clue, that salient detail the detective sergeant kept referring to that would lead them to Julie.


Salient meant protruding, sticking out. The problem was that the more Selena went over that Saturday the more smooth it seemed, the details flowing along in order like lines from a story she’d recited so often she knew it by heart.



Nothing stuck out, nothing protruded, not even the details that had seemed important at the time.


She thought about how it might be if she could return to that day and live it through again, if she would notice things differently, or notice different things. As it was, what she remembered mostly was feeling pissed off. She knew she couldn’t say that to the police though, because the pissed-offness had nothing to do with Julie and was therefore irrelevant. In fact she didn’t remember much at all about the Saturday morning, only that she had got up late because it was the summer holidays, that she’d sat around in her dressing gown for a couple of hours, eating Sugar Puffs and watching kids’ TV, until her mother had finally snapped and ordered her to get dressed.


“Do you have to slum around like that, Selena? Go and put some clothes on. You’re wasting the day.”


What Margery meant was that she was inside when she could be outside. But Selena felt her mother was missing the point. She remembered drinking milk straight from the bottle, the smooth warmth of the kitchen tiles beneath her bare feet, the back door hanging open because Dad had gone out to fetch the paper and left it like that. Dad liked the fresh air, even though he never said so, unlike Mum who kept the door closed in spite of always droning on at her to get more exercise.


The morning sunlight: still, dappled and pooling on the living-room carpet. TV shows she was too old for but still adored. The sheer, untrammelled luxury of time in hand.


Selena got dressed, tugging on the same jeans she’d worn



the day before together with a T-shirt from the pile beside the bed, clothes that Margery had laundered and folded but that Selena hadn’t found the time or inclination to put away yet. She gave her hair a cursory comb-through then went back downstairs. She had no idea where Julie was at that point – in her room, probably. Julie tended to come downstairs before anyone was up, make herself some toast and coffee and then retreat back upstairs. Selena couldn’t remember the last time they’d eaten breakfast together as a family, even in term time. Julie seemed to exist in a world of her own these days. She was sometimes so difficult to be around that Selena felt almost afraid of her. She found it was generally safer to keep out of her way.


Selena went into the kitchen and opened the fridge. She felt bored, but not disastrously bored. She was just thinking about calling Mia and seeing if she wanted to go to the park when Margery came in from the garden. She looked like she was in a mood, but then she usually was.


“Stop poking about in there, Selena, it’s almost lunchtime. If you’re looking for something to do you can go to the Spar for me and pick up some Nescafé. We need the Radio Times as well if they’ve got any left.”


Selena made a grunting noise, a sound pitched midway between assent and complaint. Actually she didn’t mind. A walk to the Spar was fine by her, telephoning Mia could easily wait until after lunch. She decided to go the long way – round the back of the allotments and across the recreation ground. By the time she was home again, Mum was setting out the knives and forks. She’d made a big bowl of pasta salad, and there were granary rolls from the bakery. Julie was



already seated at the kitchen table. She was reading a book, and didn’t even glance up as Selena came in, just swung her legs back and forth inside the struts of her chair. Her hair had fallen forward, forming a kind of tent around her face. Selena watched as her sister speared individual pieces of pasta with the tines of her fork and fed them casually into her mouth, her eyes never leaving her book the whole time.


Mum’s expression was like a truckload of concrete but she didn’t say a word, Selena guessed because she knew that if she did it would end in a row. It was probably her annoyance at Julie that made Margery go off on one when Selena asked her about the school trip to Alton Towers. Selena hadn’t been looking for an argument – it was happening before she realised it, Selena complaining that everyone in her class was going, that she’d been looking forward to the outing all summer, Mum telling her to stop badgering her, she wasn’t sure yet if they could afford to pay for it. Selena would just have to wait and see.


“You can take that look off your face, for a start,” Margery added. “You definitely won’t be going if you don’t stop whining, I can tell you that right now.”


Selena felt the sting of tears, of resentment, of regret at setting off down a road she’d not intended to take. The day was spoiled now. Not just spoiled, but polluted. When she dared a glance at Julie, hoping for some small gesture of commiseration, she saw her sister staring blankly ahead of her, her face a treacherous mask of studied neutrality. Selena felt like striking her, pummelling her with her fists until she stopped being such a prig.


Selena got up from the table, refusing to look at her



mother, who was clearing plates. Later she would replay Julie’s non-look over and over, hoping to find a clue and not finding anything except her usual self-absorption, which was so habitual with Julie by now it had become her new normal. Selena slouched upstairs to her room, wishing she’d phoned Mia before lunch as she’d originally intended, because then she’d have a genuine reason for leaving the house.


If she called Mia now it would look as if she was making a point. She didn’t want to give her mother the satisfaction.


* * *


Selena stayed in her room for about half an hour, trying and failing to work up the enthusiasm for purging the clutter under her bed. Finally she opened her door, listening to see if Julie had come upstairs or gone out but there was no sign of anyone. She waited a couple more minutes just to be safe then crept downstairs to the living room and switched on the TV. There was a film just starting, Ring of Bright Water. At the first advert break, she tiptoed through to the kitchen and grabbed a packet of Hula Hoops from the stash in the larder. She returned to the living room and closed the curtains, firstly to stop the sunlight reflecting off the television screen and secondly because she knew it drove Margery mad to see the curtains pulled shut during the daytime.


She opened the Hula Hoops and sat down on the floor, her back resting against the sofa. She was beginning to feel better. When the film came back on, Selena gave herself over to it entirely, the tight feeling in her chest gradually dispersing as the story took hold.


At some point she heard Julie come downstairs.


“I’m going to meet Catey,” she called. The sound of her voice was unexpectedly loud, even with the TV on, and for a moment Selena thought Julie was talking to her. She was about to shout something back when she heard her mother’s voice, coming from the front office by the sound of it. Selena hadn’t known she was in there. She was too far away for Selena to make out what she was saying, and when Julie answered from further along the hallway the sound of the TV meant she couldn’t hear her properly, either.


A moment later she heard the front door open and then slam shut again. Julie going out, she supposed. Selena forgot about the exchange almost as soon as it had happened. It was only in the small hours of the following morning that it occurred to her to wonder why Julie had bothered to inform their mother she was going out. Normally, and especially recently, she would simply have gone. As the minutes ticked by, and then the hours, this small detail of Julie’s behaviour began to seem more and more strange, more and more salient, although Selena knew this was probably only because it was night, and Julie still wasn’t home.


This was what they were all still insisting at that point: Julie wasn’t missing, she just hadn’t come home yet. When the switch occurred Selena couldn’t have said precisely, although she guessed it was probably around the middle of the following day.


Selena wanted to explain about the salient detail and then thought better of it. It didn’t seem so salient, when you put it into actual words. Also it sounded mean about Julie. She decided it was probably safer to keep quiet.


* * *


Ring of Bright Water was sad, much sadder than she’d expected. Selena hated films where animals died. Watership Down had upset her so much she’d had to pretend to have a stomach ache, just to stop Mum asking what was wrong. She pressed her eyes shut against the tears, feeling furious with herself and glad at least that she was alone. She turned off the television and was about to go back upstairs when her mother came out of the office and asked her if she knew where she’d put the form for the Alton Towers trip.


“I’ve had a look at the bills and they’re not so bad this month,” Margery said. “We can send the money off this afternoon, if you like.”


She didn’t hug Selena or anything but that was normal. Of the two of them, Dad was the hugger. But Selena could tell her mother was sorry they had argued – she knew from the way Margery had obviously been waiting for her to come out of the living room so she could talk to her. Selena said thanks and then went to find the form, which she knew was in a pile of exercise books and other garbage up in her bedroom.


“We’re having coq au vin for supper,” Margery told her when she came back. Another peace offering. Selena put on a pair of flip-flops and wandered along to the recreation ground, half-thinking she might find Mia there, but mainly just wanting to be outside in the open air. There were some lads up on the field, kicking a ball about. She imagined swooping in amongst them, catching the ball in a violent header, swooping out again. There were boys and there were



boys, she thought. The louts on the pitch with their half-grown bodies, their flaming cheeks and foul mouths, they seemed like kids to her. As members of the opposite sex they didn’t interest her at all, though she found she liked watching them. There was a freedom – a fury almost – in the way they ran and yelled and kicked that she secretly envied.


The lad she fancied was called Ethan Crossley. He ran cross-country instead of playing football and he was in the chess club. Some of the back row boys in Selena’s form called him the Freak. He had knobbly knees and a bad blazer. Selena knew that so far as Ethan Crossley was concerned, she didn’t exist. Ethan was in love with Maisie Honeywell, who thought he was a div. What losers guys were.


She kicked a stone out on to the path and then angled it back again. The day was still warm, though not as hot as it had been. The summer was passing. She made a pact with herself to start on her room-purge tomorrow morning at the latest.


* * *


Julie wasn’t home in time for supper. Margery spooned Julie’s portion of coq au vin into a bowl, then covered the bowl with foil and put it back in the oven to keep warm. She was annoyed but not dangerously so – she’d had enough of family arguments for one day, Selena could tell. Once the washing-up was over and Julie still hadn’t come in, Margery went out to the hall and phoned up the Rowntrees. Catey’s mum Ginny answered. She said Catey wasn’t there, she’d gone to a barbecue at someone called Linsey’s house. Catey’s dad was going to collect her later on.


“She said they’ll drop Julie back when they fetch Catey,” Margery said. “She could have let me know.”


“Are you sure she definitely said she’d be home for supper?” said Dad.


“She said she’d be back by six, I told you.”


“Well, maybe this barbecue thing didn’t crop up till later. You know what they’re like.”


“That’s what I mean. She could have phoned.” Margery made a tutting noise, although it was easy to see she wasn’t bothered, not really, not now she knew where Julie was. She made coffee for herself and Dad, and an ice cream soda for Selena, and the three of them sat on the sofa and watched Stars in Their Eyes. Mum complained about the programme constantly, was always on about how ghastly and commercial it was, though she never missed it if she could help it and that night was the final. Dad was supporting the Whitney Houston lookalike but Margery and Selena much preferred Sandra Cosgrove, who was covering Eddi Reader. The Marti Pellow man won in the end. Selena thought he seemed a bit of a jerk, or maybe it was just that Marti Pellow seemed a bit of a jerk, but it was a good evening anyway, just her and her parents together and nobody hassling her. No one mentioned Julie, though Selena could tell her mother was thinking about her from the small movement she made every time a car went past, craning her neck slightly to look at the curtains, as if the act of looking would make this car the one that would bring Julie home.


None of them were, though. At twenty past ten the phone went. Mum went to answer it, not running exactly



but moving quickly with her shoulders thrust forward, as if she was worried that if she didn’t hurry the phone might stop ringing before she got there. The caller was Catey Rowntree. She told Mum she was home, and that Julie had never been at the barbecue.


“Do you mean she left early?” Mum nodded, listening to the muffled voice of Catey Rowntree at the other end and twisting the telephone cord between her fingers, something she consistently told Selena not to do because it weakened the wire.


“Thanks, Catey,” she said in the end. “You will please call me immediately if you hear from her?” She nodded again, then said goodbye and put down the phone.


“Catey says she hasn’t seen Julie all day,” Mum said. They were all standing in the hallway by then. Margery normally hated people listening in when she was on the phone, but she hadn’t seemed to notice, not this time. “She doesn’t remember them having an arrangement to meet, either. Ray, I’m worried.”


“Who’s that girl she’s friendly with at college?” Dad asked.


“Lucinda?”


There was a flurry of back-and-forth about what Lucinda’s surname was, then Mum remembered she had Lucy’s number in her address book anyway, from when Julie went to stay the weekend with her just before Christmas.


“It’s a bit late to phone,” Mum said. “But I suppose it can’t be helped.” It was getting on for eleven by then. Under normal circumstances, Margery would never have telephoned anyone after nine o’clock unless there was a prior agreement.


The phone was answered almost immediately and after



a brief misunderstanding a woman with an Indian accent informed Margery that the family were away on holiday.


“They left last weekend,” she explained. “I’m Meesha’s sister. I thought that was her calling, actually. I’m looking after the house for them while they’re away.”


“Sorry to bother you,” Mum said. She replaced the receiver. Her mouth was set in a hard line.


“Something’s happened, I know it,” she said. Her eyes, Selena noticed, had a curious glassy hardness to them. They seemed not to be looking at anything.


“I’m sure there’ll be an explanation, love,” said Dad. “She’s lost track of time, that’s all. You know what kids are like at her age.”


“Not like this, not Julie.” She turned to look at him then quickly glanced away. Selena couldn’t remember the last time either of them had called the other love, not in her presence anyway.


“Are you sure she said she was coming home?”


“Of course she did. I told you before. I’m not stupid.”


“Don’t let’s get upset, Mae. We need to think this through properly, work out what’s happened.”


“I heard her tell Mum she was going to Catey’s,” Selena said. “I heard her.”


Both Ray and Margery looked at Selena as if they’d forgotten she was there.


At twenty past midnight Margery Rouane called the police. The duty officer said she shouldn’t worry too much at this stage – it was still early days – but they were going to send a car round, just in case.
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Selena fell asleep surprisingly quickly. She woke with a jolt in the small hours, convinced she’d been having a nightmare, although what the nightmare had been about she couldn’t recall. She lay quietly in the dark, staring at the green fluorescent display on her beside clock radio and wondering if Julie might also be awake, and thinking of her. She drifted into a kind of half-sleep, and the next time she opened her eyes it was already light. It was raining out, but not too hard. Selena washed and dressed, trying not to think about Julie but thinking about her anyway: how she was feeling, what she was doing, what time she started work. What she looked like, even. She imagined Julie showering and having breakfast, the same as she was doing, the two of them mirror images of each other. Did Julie live alone, or was she with someone? Julie had always been a loner, but then so had she, and she had lived with Johnny, for a while.


You got out when things started to get serious though, didn’t you? she thought. Easier to shoo him halfway around the world than to let him into your life on a permanent basis.


A psychiatrist might say that losing Julie had made her suspicious of permanence, afraid of embracing it, doubting



of its existence, even. Perhaps it was true, but then again perhaps it was shit. A convenient excuse, a get-out-of-jail-free card.


Not that it mattered now, anyway – Johnny was gone, racing monster trucks around a private circuit in Kuala Lumpur. Selena hoped he was happy. Really she should call him, clear the air, but she was nervous of doing so because she was worried it might make things worse.


* * *


Selena arrived at the shop just after eight-thirty. She made a point of getting in early on Mondays, even when Vanja didn’t ask her to – Vanja’s weekends had a habit of overflowing, though Selena suspected this was mostly down to Vasili. Selena guessed that Vanja’s husband had affairs – men like him always did. Whether Vanja minded she had no idea.


She unlocked the door and slid back the shutters, disabled the triple alarm – beep-beep-beep-thrum – then set it to standby. Selena remembered the time a year or two back – Christmas week it had been, Vasili was away on business in Amsterdam – when she and Vanja had been for a drink together after work and ended up holding a drunken competition to see who could disable and reset the alarm in the fastest time.


It was more complicated than it sounded, because there were three different sets of numbers to remember. Selena won, easily. Vanja kept putting the third set of digits in back to front, and would have had the police turning up if Selena hadn’t keyed the correct numbers just in time.


“Oh my fucking God,” Vanja had screeched. Her laughter bounced off the surrounding buildings like shards of shrapnel. “You would make a top-level thief, Selena, the absolute best. We mustn’t tell Vasili, or he’ll want to hire you. Hire you or have your ass killed, whichever.” Vanja shrieked with laughter again, grabbing at Selena’s arm in an effort to prevent herself from falling over.


Once they were finally inside the shop, Selena had brewed coffee for them both in the back office. Vanja had sobered up more or less immediately, her incoherence perhaps more affectation than inebriation.


Vanja was different when Vasili was away: more serious, more reflective, though she would invariably try and conceal it. Hence the after-work binges, the manufactured bouts of drunken hilarity.


“If you could live your life again, what would you do?” Vanja said, suddenly earnest in that way she had, what Vanja jokingly referred to as her Russian soul. “I’m not talking about fantasies, I mean if you could know yourself from the beginning and plan things differently. You wouldn’t be working here with me, I’m sure.”


“I don’t know,” Selena said. “I like working here.”


She’d met Vanja completely by chance, when Vanja came into Leggett’s to buy cosmetics. Selena had succeeded in sourcing a discontinued line of a particular mascara, and Vanja had reacted with surprise and an unconcealed delight which Selena would come to learn was characteristic of her.


“Most people can’t be bothered over the little things, you know? Good business means caring about the details. You



should come and work for me. I bet I’d pay you better than these arseholes.”


She lowered her voice on the last word but not by much. Selena laughed. The idea that someone might walk in off the street and offer you a job seemed bizarre to her – she didn’t even know what nature of business Vanja was involved in.


“I don’t think I can,” she said, and smiled, hoping she didn’t sound too rude. She found herself drawn to Vanja, who wore knee-high Doc Martens with a plain black jersey dress that was obviously couture. She was clearly used to speaking her mind and Selena liked that, too. But she had worked for Leggett’s department store since leaving college. She was used to the routine, even if the endless bitching between departments sometimes drove her crazy.


“Take my number anyway,” Vanja said. “In case you change your mind.” She handed Selena a business card, white with silver lettering: ALMAZ. Selena stashed it away in her purse, relieved that the conversation had taken place out of the earshot of Sandra, who was busy serving a customer at the other end of the counter.


A week after Vanja’s visit to Leggett’s, Selena found herself taking a detour past Almaz during her lunch hour. It turned out to be one of those high-end jewellery emporiums you expect never to go inside: situated in a grubby side street in the northern quarter, the exterior paintwork was rubbed and chipped in what appeared to be a deliberate contrast with the merchandise in the window. The watches and jewellery on display were all without price labels, and Selena remembered something her Aunt Miriam once



said: if you need to ask the price you probably can’t afford it.


The idea of handling the gemstones on a daily basis felt oddly alluring, not to mention escaping the escalating war between the post room and fourth floor admin back at Leggett’s.


Two days later, Selena telephoned the number on the Almaz business card and told Vanja that if she’d been serious about the job, she would like to know more.


“Oh my God that’s amazing,” Vanja said. “When can you start?”


“Don’t you want to interview me first?” Selena asked.


“Only if you want. I don’t care about interview, though. Not when I like someone.”


Selena’s first sight of Almaz’s back office, the piles of trade catalogues and art books and dirty coffee cups, left her with the feeling of having arrived on another planet. She thought of Leggett’s – the new staff toilets, the accounts office with its jealously guarded, individually styled work stations. She wondered if Vanja kept her tax records up to date, if she cared even the tiniest damn for such minor inconveniences as the Inland Revenue.


The combined contents of the three double-locked floor safes looked valuable enough to purchase a small European principality. The computer, with its ancient and discoloured big-box monitor, wasn’t even switched on.


“You’ll soon get the hang of things, I’m sure,” Vanja said. She broke off what she was saying as the shop doorbell rang, one of the old-fashioned jangling kind that sounded as if it belonged to a village sweetshop. “Come,” Vanja said,



steering her out of the office and into the shop proper, a narrow, boutique-like space with polished mahogany counters and a ruby-coloured deep-pile carpet that looked as if it might have been filched from a casino. A woman was standing just inside the doorway in a coppery Aquascutum raincoat with clumps of flickering diamonds in her ears. To Selena, she looked like a minor film star of the silent era. She would not have believed with any certainty that money like this – shipbuilding money, shipping-line money – still existed in Manchester, that such connections still flourished. Most of the money that walked into Leggett’s was newer, brasher, swiftly earned and swiftly spent, only to pour forth somewhere else, pasting the pavements and storefronts with that grab-it-now Manchester energy that pummelled you senseless through the course of an evening then dropped you legless into a corner to sleep it off.


The woman in the Aquascutum coat looked as if it had been quite a while since she’d sat slumped in a nightclub lavatory puking her guts.


Vanja approached the woman, her distracted diffidence replaced immediately with a courtesy so professional, so perfectly poised between warmth and respect that Selena found the transformation almost mind-altering. It was as if the woman’s intrusion had triggered a biological process, something akin to metamorphosis, or the constantly shifting colour patterns of the chameleon.


Selena watched as Vanja talked the woman through her requirements – a graduation present for her granddaughter – and then began laying out items of jewellery for her



inspection. Vanja handled the various pieces – a jade and ruby broach, a gold locket with a diamond escutcheon, a series of gemstone rings – with a casual confidence. She seemed to have an uncanny instinct for noticing when the woman’s interest began to wane, moving the redundant item quickly aside, replacing it with something else, something other, something to make the woman forget that she had been, however temporarily, bored.
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