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INTRODUCTION


There are many different ways, these days, of getting your message across. Quick tweet. Fire off an email. Too busy for words? Click on the thumbs-up button. As the world gets smaller so do our missives. I’ve yet to receive a kthxbai, but I’ve seen them out there. The steady dismantling of considered inked pages. A Boolean transmogrification of Dear/Yours into so many (or rather, so few) 0s and 1s.


But everyone likes receiving mail, don’t they? Physical mail, that is. I know I do. And I love writing it too. Long, meandering mind-burps committed to textured paper with a fountain pen. A handwritten letter complete with smudges and creases and crossings out. You can appraise the effort that has gone into such a thing without reading a single word. Maybe a parcel, if you’re lucky. Books, perhaps. An item of clothing. You can forgive any brief note that accompanies such things – I saw this and I thought of you – because the subtext speaks volumes.


You might detect, in the breath of air that rises from the unsealed flap, notes from the room in which it was penned, or the person who held the pen. It’s a tangible memorial. A palpable moment that can be held and read and referred to in the way that the ephemeral email or tweet cannot. In time all of that will be lost.


And yet… we’ve all sent things in the post that never arrived. We’ve all been promised items that were never delivered. The price we pay for eschewing digital postboxes is the risk of undeliverables.


In the UK, lost or misdirected post ends up at a massive warehouse, the Royal Mail’s national return centre in Belfast. If these items haven’t reached their intended location within four months much of it is put up for auction. Some things take an age to arrive. Some things never make it.


I recently received a parcel that had been sent to me from America. It had been dispatched, erroneously, to an old address. Then it had been returned to sender. Eventually it found its way to my door. But it had taken a year to get here. What dark corners had shrouded it in the meantime? How many hands had held it? How many chances did it get to become truly lost, to slip into the netherworld where so many millions of other items have passed? Such thoughts inspired the book you now hold in your hands.


But I thought there was the opportunity to play around with the theme a little bit and actually make the idea of misdirected/lost/returned mail a physical part of how the writers would put together their stories. So instead of just asking for submissions dealing with lost post, I sent the writers an actual parcel that was constructed to look like an item of mail that had done the rounds and accidentally landed on their doorstep. Inside was the prompt they would then use as a trigger for their own story. The one stipulation was that they incorporate the concept of dead letters, however tangential, into their fiction.


They all delivered.


CONRAD WILLIAMS
Manchester, September 2015
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THE GREEN LETTER


STEVEN HALL


The green letter always arrives between 10.25 a.m. and 10.27 a.m. It’s true that a small percentage of the recipients believe that theirs arrived later, as late as 3 p.m. in one instance, but Research and Analysis have attributed these anomalies to the letter simply having gone unnoticed until that point. Likewise, the previously puzzling fact that some recipients claim to have received the letter as part of a regular postal delivery is now entirely dismissible, as in every case analysis of postal data shows that a standard delivery also occurred in or around the 10.25 a.m.–10.27 a.m. window, making it appear as if the green letter had been delivered with the regular mail. In fact, the green letter always arrives alone. From available CCTV data – which at this point is considerable – we may now add a further assertion, incredible as it might seem – the green letter is not delivered at all.


To be clear, this means that not only is there no footage of a green letter being posted to a recipient, it means the green letters have no poster in any conventional sense. CCTV shows empty streets, unopened garden gates, no one whatsoever approaching, and nothing whatsoever passing into the letterbox during the 10.25 a.m.–10.27 a.m. window when the green letter will inevitably land (it does land, there are audio recordings of the letter falling, and – even more curiously – the sounds of the letterbox opening internally, even as it remains undisturbed externally) on the recipient’s porch or hallway floor.


In line with protocol, Research and Analysis have proposed the full spectrum of explanations to account for this disparity. These range from the mundane but highly improbable (hoaxing, or some persistent, somehow unrecognised fault in our data-gathering processes and systems) to a range of wild, yet apparently more statistically likely causes (temporal displacement, a many worlds/quantum reality anomaly or communication attempt, a data error/smoking gun which may prove the simulation hypothesis). At present, analysis indicates that the letter does drop through the recipient’s letterbox internally, despite nothing being posted into the same letterbox externally at that time, though we are no closer to being able to select a ‘why’ from the several exotic options identified by Research and Analysis (and – as Dr Blakeson, head of R&A has postulated – from an unknown number of additional exotic options as yet unidentified by science). In the face of this, we must simply note this disparity and move forward. The green letter phenomenon is of unparalleled scientific interest, but we must also accept that we are woefully unequipped at the present time to draw even the most rudimentary conclusions.


Outwardly – and certainly by comparison to the process of its arrival and other attributes (see later) – the green letter is a fairly mundane object. The envelope is unusual, though by no means remarkable. At 216mm across it is the perfect width to accommodate a standard A4 paper sheet, but it is not very tall, with a height of only 78mm – about the height one might expect for the envelope of a small Christmas card. The envelope then, is best suited to posting perhaps one or two sheets of A4 paper that have been folded top to bottom many times. Its usefulness beyond this seems very limited. It’s fair, I think, to say it is an odd shape. It’s also bright green.


The envelope is always addressed to ‘Ethan’, the word handwritten with a sharp, B2 pencil according to R&A. Below and to the right of this name, ‘NO ADDRESS’ is written and underlined in black permanent marker. In the top right corner, the words ‘Postage unpaid’ appear in a hand-drawn circle, again in B2 pencil. All three sections of text appear to have been written by the same individual. On the reverse, in fountain pen, and the same handwriting – ‘no return address’.


So far, we have identified 674 green envelopes and their recipients through police and government referral over the last four years, and through other means, though we must imagine that the true number is significantly higher than this.


This brings us to the second phenomena: they are all the same.


We have 176 surviving green envelopes and they are all exactly the same. Actually, this statement is somewhat inaccurate. Let me be more specific, by quoting Dr Blakeson directly: ‘…these are not 176 very similar green envelopes as was initially supposed, but 176 instances of the exact same envelope’.


Not only does the handwritten text match perfectly across all the specimens, but all display identical postal damage and wear and tear. This includes what R&A refer to as ‘the anchor rip’, a small, curved, T-shaped tear on the front left of every envelope, and the same number and random pattern of white ‘rub marks’ along the envelope’s bottom edge, where the green printing has given way to the white paper stock beneath. To be clear, each envelope also contains unique damage, but this can almost always be shown to have derived from the recipient’s opening and subsequent treatment of their iteration of the envelope. At the present time, our team feel confident in stating that, at the time of arrival, every green envelope looked exactly the same because, somehow, they are all the same envelope. Research and Analysis have extracted robust data on many fronts – paper stock, inks, dyes, fibre identification and fibre displacement in the various reoccurring rips, etc. – and concluded that all specimens must somehow be one and the same specimen, or that an original was somehow copied and reproduced at a molecular level many times, to create this series of perfect ‘clones’. Again, for now we can only note this remarkable information and proceed, in the hope that our future investigations may reveal insights into how and why this should be the case.


Now we’ll progress to the contents. Every green envelope contains a single item we refer to as the List. We have only succeeded in acquiring one ‘unused’ List thus far, so have been unable to make the sort of material comparisons that had been possible with green envelope samples. That said, our tests on the List have been extensive, culminating in an experiment named Investigation Number One, the results of which you are probably aware, even if you have not been briefed on the context of the experiment or the green envelope phenomenon previously. As I have the luxury of speaking more candidly than my superiors to you in this capacity, I will not sugar coat this information and report simply that Investigation Number One was an unmitigated disaster, and responsibility for the loss of Captain Michael Wayne rests squarely with this department.


I’d like to warn you that the attached footage is very distressing. As you’ll see for yourself, Captain Wayne made fourteen requests for the test to be aborted, which were not observed despite clear and increasing levels of distress. I consider this inexcusable and will implement whatever reprimand you consider appropriate without hesitation, including my own resignation from the project and the department, if you feel this to be appropriate.


But, as time is of the essence, back to the subject at hand:


The List is exactly what its name implies – a simple list written on what is, to all intents and purposes, an ordinary yellow Post-it note. Written in black biro, in the same hand as the envelope, the list reads:


1. TO BE SUCCESSFUL


2. BE HAPPY


3. AND FOR OTHERS AROUND ME


4. PROGRESSION


5. MONEY


6. XXX A LOWERCASE ‘P’ AND ‘R’ SCRIBBLED OUT PRAISE


7. REWARDS FOR U


8. MUSIC


9. SECURITY




10. BLANK





On the day of the green envelope’s arrival, most usually around 1.40 p.m.–2.30 p.m., the recipient typically succumbs to an absentminded urge to draw a circle around one of the first nine points on the list, the selection varying from recipient to recipient (from interview data it seems that the recipient does not make a conscious choice to select one point over another, although our data suggests that the choice is not random, selection probabilities forming loose clusters in line with a number of demographic markers – see attached).


What happens next depends on the point selected. What we call the ‘List Outcome’ is solidly linked to the recipient’s selection – the same selection will always result in the same outcome 100% of the time. The List Outcomes are bizarre in many instances, but thousands of hours of interview footage along with substantial medical and site investigation work has convinced us that the below – though outlandish – are all accurately presented, and a direct result of point selection on the List. Here are the outcomes:


1. TO BE SUCCESSFUL


Outcome: Typically within 24 hours, recipients who circle this item will find that babies and small children (usually under the age of five) in close proximity to them become extremely frightened, often degenerating into outright hysteria if forced to make any sort of physical contact. The children exhibit what seems to be a panic-stricken terror that endures as long as the recipient is in the child’s sightline, and typically for some 20–30 minutes afterwards, with nightmares following an encounter in around 65% of cases (and 90% of ‘touching’ cases). The child will always outright refuse to explain their extreme reaction at the sight of a number one recipient, and even mentioning the experience is likely to cause considerable distress. There are no exceptions to the effect – we have observed a newborn baby react to her own mother in this fashion. The effect also appears to be permanent. As an addition, several recipients in this group have reported occasional feelings of deep uneasiness when catching sight of their own reflection out of the corner of their eye, though none have yet been able to put this experience into clearer terms. Physically, the recipient appears to be completely normal, and Research and Analysis can identify no physiological changes of any kind.


2. BE HAPPY


Outcome: Recipient will find a mug with the slogan ‘No. 1 Dad’ at the back of a cupboard. [Note: this outcome has only recently been discovered by our investigators, after following up this seemingly ‘blank’ outcome.]


3. AND FOR OTHERS AROUND ME


Outcome: A recipient who circles number three will have sex with a relative within 100 hours. In most instances, extreme distress and revulsion will follow, with recipients reporting a disturbing ‘coming to my senses’ moment following intercourse. Relatives are generally older than the recipient, with grandparents or aged parents being the most common partner. We are running therapy sessions with additional data mining for all known number threes. But – with the exception of number sixes – this outcome is reported least according to our records, perhaps unsurprisingly.


4. PROGRESSION


Outcome: Number fours vanish within 60 seconds of circling this point, leaving a pile of whatever clothing they were wearing behind. Where they go is unknown, as no number four has ever been seen or heard from again. Whether this disappearance relates in some way to the word ‘progression’ or is as unrelated an outcome as most of the other numbers is unknown, but relatives have been known to find some comfort in this notion, and current protocol for field officers is not to dissuade them of it.


5. MONEY


Outcome: An illness manifests in number fives within three to six weeks. Often these are withering diseases, or diseases that cause a severe reduction in brain function.


6. PRAISE


Outcome: As far as we know, no recipient has ever circled number six. This would suggest either (a) an inactive portion of the List, (b) a positive outcome that 100% of recipients would wish to keep secret from the world at large, or (c) a negative outcome which would likewise cause 100% of recipients not to contact the authorities.


7. Rewards for U


Outcome: [REDACTED FOR REASONS OF NATIONAL SECURITY]


8. MUSIC


Outcome: A rare instance of the selected word on the list having some relation to the outcome itself. Number eights develop a constant, melodic tinnitus which has been proven to accurately predict the next-but-one song on any tuned radio within thirteen metres. Research is ongoing, but early results suggest number eights are capable of developing some wider capacity for precognition if supplied with extensive training and favourable conditions.


9. SECURITY


Outcome: The next time a number nine returns home after an absence of over one hour, they will discover a pet, spouse or child living in the property who did not exist previously. The newcomer and other members of the family (if any) will believe that everything is as it has always been. Reported responses to this have been widespread, with many number nines submitting themselves for psychological evaluation in the weeks following the discovery. Some families split when the nine cannot accept the interloper, but in a few cases, the result is extremely positive. We have records of a female number nine who could not have children returning home to discover her husband and nine-year-old daughter cooking dinner. After a period of adjustment, the woman felt very happy with her altered circumstances. It may be supposed that more of these ‘happy outcomes’ occur, but few are reported.


10.


The blank. As you will see from the attached footage, Captain Wayne had been instructed to write ‘Are you trying to communicate with us?’ in this space. I repeat, I am fully prepared to submit to whatever reprimand you feel is appropriate for this experiment and the tragic loss of life, however I must state in closing – it is entirely possible that what happened to Captain Wayne might be considered to be some form of response.


 


STEVEN HALL


Steven Hall was born in Derbyshire in 1975. His first novel, The Raw Shark Texts, has been translated into twenty-eight languages, though it stubbornly refuses to be adapted for screen. In 2013, he was named as one of Granta’s Best of Young British Novelists.




OVER TO YOU


MICHAEL MARSHALL SMITH


I didn’t go to the mailbox in expectation of finding anything worth the trip. I never do these days. There will be bills from the utility company, of course, clothes catalogues for my wife, direct mail from Comcast excitably pimping some new cable TV/Internet/home security package in which I would have no interest even if I could comprehend how it differs from their previous offering. All more meaningful forms of communication now arrive on my computer or phone. Gone are the days when you made a choice over when to encounter a missive from the universe: now they get right up in your face and ping at you. Somebody — I can’t recall who — once said that each letter is an uninvited guest, turning up on your doorstep without warning, armed with the potential to make or ruin your day. Emails can certainly do that. The stuff in the mailbox, once an iconic symbol of community and far horizons? It’s just recycling waiting to happen.


I didn’t even go to look for mail, if the truth be told. Walking down the path was cover for having a sneaky cigarette. Smoking is bad for you, it would appear. I long ago made an internal accommodation over this — by ignoring the fact — but my son, now ten, has different views. When I was his age, lots of people smoked. Now nobody does (at least amongst the middle classes) and the media and schools are full of dire warnings on the subject. Scott is extremely keen that I give up, and manifests this position in a strident campaign that includes destroying my packs whenever he finds them.


I’m working on it, kind of. I smoke less than I want to, certainly. And in secret. An occasional walk to the mailbox has become a ruse for grabbing a morning nicotine hit in relative safety, during what was beginning to feel like a somewhat endless school summer vacation.


I stubbed the butt out and rolled it into a discreet ball which I slipped in my pocket for later disposal. Then, because I might as well, I checked the mailbox. There wasn’t much inside, as I’d done the same a couple of days before. Supermarket coupons. Credit card companies urging me once again to consider getting further into debt. A small padded envelope.


I shoved all the junk under my arm — remembering once again my idea of moving the recycling container so it was right next to the mailbox, a notion I’d again forget as soon as I started walking back to the house — and examined the envelope. It was four inches by six, a buff color. The most notable thing about it was the NOT KNOWN AT THIS ADDRESS scrawled across the front. It’d been sent to someone called Patrick Brice, who lived — or was supposed to live — in Rockford, Illinois.


My name is Matt, and I live in California.


I flipped it over. Someone had written ‘Return to sender’ on the reverse, in a different hand and colour. In a third hue — and different handwriting once again — someone else had further written ‘NO FORWARDING ADDRESS’.


None of which explained what it was doing in my mailbox. I considered putting it back, but realised it’d likely been sitting there a couple of days already, and the mail person hadn’t taken it away, having discovered their error. So instead I carried it and the other stuff back to the house, where I dropped the whole bundle on the kitchen table and forgot about it.


* * *


Late morning found me back in the kitchen, making coffee. Karen had taken Scott out for a few hours, giving me an opportunity to work in peace and, coincidentally, have a smoke or two without being given a hard time. As I headed toward the back door, coffee in hand, I noticed the envelope on the table and grabbed it in passing.


Outside, I looked at the package again for a few minutes without learning anything new. The only way to do that would be, of course, to open it. It wasn’t for me, self-evidently. It was to this Patrick Brice person. But — equally obviously — it wasn’t going to get to him. I could put it back in the box or take it down to the post office, but it had clearly done the rounds already without finding a home. So what should I do? Drop it in the trash? That felt wrong. Someone had sent something to somebody else. An engagement had been commenced, a baton proffered. To simply dispose of it, be a stranger summarily curtailing that journey, didn’t seem right.


I could at least find out what was inside, and make a judgment as to how important it was. If it seemed like some big deal, there might be something I could do. Plus if I took my time over the process, I’d be outside long enough to legitimate having another cigarette.


Sounded good.


The envelope had been securely sealed with brown duct tape. I circumvented this by tearing it open at the other end, fairly neatly. Inside was an object wrapped in a small piece of white paper, secured in place with a piece of scotch tape. I used my thumbnail to slice through this — again, fairly neatly — and unwrapped something that was immediately recognizable.


A chess piece. A bishop, to be precise, about an inch and a half high, quite nicely made out of a darkish wood. On the base was a thin pad of dark red/brown felt. The piece was in good condition, but a little worn, as if it had been used many times.


So?


Realizing that there was something on the paper wrapping, I took a closer look. A short sentence, three words, ending with a period — all of it in Courier, or some near equivalent, as if produced on a typewriter.


‘Over to you.’


‘Huh,’ I said. I lit my second cigarette, and tried to make a mystery out of what I’d found. Most likely there wasn’t one. Two guys playing long distance, I guessed, and this a notification of a move, presumably one in which the bishop had been taken. Though… instead of ‘Over to you’, or even ‘Your move’, shouldn’t the message have been ‘Knight to King 4 x Bishop’, or however it was they indicated those things? I’d never been a player, finding the game both hard and boring, and couldn’t remember the exact terms. Plus you wouldn’t actually send someone a piece, would you, even if you’d taken it? You both needed to retain full sets in order to keep playing the game.


Whatever. I could imagine it’d be annoying for the move to have gone astray, but if the guy was no longer at that address, and had left no forwarding information, there wasn’t a lot that could be done about it.


At that moment I heard the sound of a car turning in off the street, and swore, and rapidly stubbed out my cigarette, and scurried inside.


* * *


‘What’s this?’


I was sitting at my desk, Scott standing beside me. He was bored, and had come in to say hi, hang out, and generally avoid doing the book report that was supposed to be his mission for the afternoon/week/summer.


‘Chess piece,’ I said. I’d put it and the other bits on my desk when I hurried back in. He picked it up.


‘Why’s it here?’


‘I found it,’ I said, to avoid explaining at length. I was in the middle of working, he wasn’t supposed to come in while I was busy, and though it made me feel a heel to be distant toward him, Karen would be pissed at me if I wasn’t, as it made her job of keeping him out of my hair during the summer days even harder.


‘What kind?’


‘A bishop.’


‘Is that the type that…’


‘Diagonally,’ I said.


‘Oh, okay. What’s the smell?’


I stiffened, thinking he’d caught a hint of cigarette smoke on me from earlier. He raised the chess piece to his face, however, and sniffed. ‘It’s on this.’


I took it from him. The odour was faint, but Scott has a keen nose. ‘Don’t know,’ I said.


‘Smells like disinfectant. The kind they use in big buildings.’


‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘Could be something like that.’


‘Why’s it wet?’


‘It’s not.’


‘Yes it is. The base.’


I turned it upside down and gently touched the felt. It was a little damp. ‘Huh,’ I said. ‘It wasn’t earlier. I mean, before.’


I looked at the part of the desk where the piece had been, but Scott was ahead of me, wiping his finger across it. ‘It’s not wet here.’


At that moment his mother hollered from the kitchen, expressing a hope that Scott wasn’t bugging his father and how was he doing with that book report, hey? Scott made a face like a frightened frog.


‘You’re fine,’ I said, winking. ‘But go.’


He smiled, and slipped out of the room.


* * *


Just before bedtime I wandered down the path toward the road. Our neighborhood is on the edge of town, in fact a little past it, and the houses are widely spread on heavily wooded lots. It’s kind of like being out in the country, except you’re not, which is my preferred combination.


‘Still on the old cancer sticks, huh.’


Our neighbor, Gerry, was standing at the head of his own path. He’s in his mid-sixties and the previous year, in the aftermath of his wife leaving him for some guy, had laboriously curtailed his own two-pack-a-day habit, on the grounds life couldn’t feel any worse.


‘Yeah,’ I said, annoyed at having been caught, especially as Scott was asleep and so I’d believed myself safe from censure. ‘Cutting down, though.’


‘Don’t work,’ Gerry said. ‘You’ll still be cutting down when those things cut you down. Clean break. Only way to get that job done.’


‘Worked for you, I guess.’


‘Sure did. Hurt like crap for a couple months, but I stuck with it. And you should, too. You’ve got a son. And that kid loves you.’


‘I know.’ Gerry and his wife never had children, a fact he has spoken of with regret several times.


‘Just saying.’


He nodded goodnight, and ambled back toward his own house, where he now lived alone, and drank.


* * *


I went for a run the following morning, but cut it short after 5k. Our area is home to just about every variety of tree known to man, which makes it very attractive but something of an allergy motherlode. There are few months of the year when something airborne isn’t wafting out of the branches to irritate the membranes.


I came out of the shower still coughing and sniffing.


‘The regime’s evidently doing you a power of good,’ Karen said.


‘And you last exercised… when?’


‘I exercise restraint on a daily basis, darling. Be grateful for that.’


Thus bested, I went to my study.


* * *


As anyone who works at home, and alone, knows, there are times when your focus drops. You can either beat yourself up over this — as I used to — or accept it as part of the ebb and flow of the creative process.


Put another way, mid-afternoon I found myself sitting staring into space. I long ago set up a system on my computer that disbars any interaction with the Internet during working hours, except for email, so that wasn’t a temptation. It would, of course, have been an ideal moment for a contemplative and focus-recharging cigarette, except Scott was home, up in his room, ostensibly doing his book report but more likely involved in covert work on his Minecraft empire. I could probably get away with it, as he’d be keeping his head down in case his mother checked on progress, but I don’t actually enjoy misleading my son. I could last out a couple more hours.


I could — and possibly should — call my mother. It had been a few days. I like my mother, and since my father died a couple years ago we’ve spoken twice a week. It’s a serious undertaking, however. My dad’s passing revealed my mother to be a more anxiety-prone person than I’d realised, something he’d been adept — consciously or otherwise — at diffusing. Without his buffer her energy coursed in scattershot directions, especially over the phone, an hour of which could derail my work mojo for the rest of the afternoon.


Eventually my eye happened upon the chess piece, still in position near the base of my computer monitor. I picked up my phone — not subject to the same Internet sanctions as the desktop machine — and googled ‘Patrick Brice’. The first several pages of results related to some up-and-coming movie director of that name. It seemed unlikely he’d be the intended recipient, or that he lived or had lived in Illinois. Wikipedia indicated he’d been born in California. After this were screeds of other randomers who happened to have the name, all doubtless leading perfectly decent albeit unremarkable lives. None were self-evidently long-distance chess players.


I put the phone down and picked up the bishop. As with any small object whose purpose inherently involves being touched, it was hard not to roll it around in the fingers, and to wonder who else had done so. What with me not being psychic, no answers were forthcoming.


When I touched my finger to the base, it was at least as damp as the day before. Which seemed odd, as the ambient temperature was reasonably high. I raised it to my nose, and thought the smell was a little stronger, too.


I closed my eyes and tried to get closer than Scott’s pretty decent summation. I couldn’t be sure, but it seemed to me to have something of hospital corridors about it. Disinfectant of a type both fusty and clinical, designed to do its job reliably rather than beguile the senses. This made me wonder whether one of the chess players — still assuming that’s what was going on — was mired in some kind of long-term hospital sojourn.


If so, there was all the more reason to try to get it back on its journey. I still had no way of doing this, however. Unless…


I opened the drawer where I’d stuffed the envelope, and took another look. This showed me something I should have noticed before. No stamps on it. No franking. To judge from the number of times it had failed to find a home, it should have had two or three pieces of evidence of passing through the mail system.


It had none.


* * *


That evening, when Scott was in bed and Karen was sleepily scrolling through Facebook on her phone, I took a walk down the path again. I enjoyed a cigarette in peace, though actually I’d been semi-hoping Gerry would be around, and when I’d finished, I stood at the road for a moment, making a decision.


It took a couple minutes for him to answer his doorbell. He was wearing old sweats and a T-shirt that had seen better days, probably the late 1970s.


‘Hey.’


He stood aside. I shook my head regretfully. ‘Just wanted to check something.’


‘Sure.’


‘I found something in my mailbox yesterday. Small envelope, looks like it’s been around the block a few times — and addressed to someone in Illinois.’


He frowned. ‘Okay.’


There were a few empty beer bottles on the table in the room behind him. ‘Weird thing, there’s no postmark. I just wondered… you didn’t put it there, right?’


‘Why would I do that?’


I smiled. ‘No idea. Just trying to solve a minor mystery.’


He nodded affably. ‘Sure I can’t tempt you, Matt? Got a box of Boont Amber open. Nice and cold.’


‘Some other night, okay? Soon.’


‘I’ll hold you to it.’


When I got back indoors Karen had taken herself upstairs. I could hear preparations for bed. The kettle was boiling. We’ve both long been in the habit of taking a cup of chamomile tea to bed, made by me.


While I waited for the water to boil I walked through into my study and stood at my desk. I hadn’t expected Gerry to be behind the envelope. He has, so far as I can tell, no sense of humour whatsoever, assuming that’s the quality you require for a practical joke of this type. I could ask our mail person tomorrow, if I caught her, but Marie is a stolid person of middle age and approximately pyramidal shape and I couldn’t imagine her playing a prank on me either. The mystery the bishop presented was therefore unsolvable, and frankly not terribly interesting.


I picked it up and examined it again.


The base was still wet. It still smelled a little weird. That’s all there was to be said about it. I carried it out to the kitchen, where I poured water onto the waiting teabags. Then I went out the back door.


I still didn’t want to put the piece in the trash. It deserved to continue on a journey of some kind, but I was bored of it, and I really didn’t like the smell, which was now beginning to pervade the study.


So I walked a few yards toward the woods, and threw the piece into the trees.


* * *


Next morning Scott had a dental appointment, which — for reasons too tedious to relate — meant going to a town twenty miles away, and thus — given the practice’s playful way of pretending they’ve never, ever seen you before, and making you fill in more forms and then jump hoops through dental nurses and assistants and senior assistants before you got to the maestro himself — at least three lost hours. I’d assumed I’d be in the frame for this adventure, but Karen volunteered.


I got a lot of work done, as is often the case when the house is empty and you’re free to work to your own rhythms. Which meant, in my case, a fresh cup of coffee and a cigarette about once an hour. I was on one of these breaks when my phone vibrated in my pocket.


I pulled it out quickly, assuming it would be Karen wanting my say-so on some unusually outrageous dental charge — or, I dared hope, her giving me news that they were going to make a day of it and come back the slow way.


The screen said no, it was my mother.


I winced. Partly because she’d called me, which meant it had been too long since I’d called her. Also because, goodbye productivity. But… she’s my mother.


She was in good form, generally, and spent the first twenty minutes on a free-form catch-up on the ins-and-outs of the tiny Midwestern town where she lives, delivered in a style that Garrison Keillor might be proud of, were he a little bitchier in nature (and presently without an editor). This segued into a list of the tasks she was currently undertaking around the house. In the last six months she’d acquired the decluttering bug, and while I feared this might eventually see her living in a house with a single chair, her phone, and no other possessions, it seemed more positive than how she’d spent the period immediately after my father’s death, restlessly going from room to room, weepily sifting through old photo albums and mementos, repeatedly, trying to arrange them into an order which no one — including her, I’d been confident — would ever comprehend.


‘One thing, though,’ she said. My attention had been wandering a little, I’ll confess, but this re-focused me. Over the last two years I’d come to realize these three words often signaled whatever her current low-key obsession had become. ‘Something’s missing.’


‘What?’ I asked, keeping my tone light. I had plenty of practice in deflecting these minor manias, at reassuring her that not being able to find the store receipt from when they bought the new dishwasher in 2008 was not a huge deal in the scheme of things.


‘The bishop,’ she said.


My mind spent half a second wondering which of the clerics in her town she was referring to, but my body was quicker. My heart beat hard, once. ‘What?’


‘Your father’s chess set.’


‘Dad had a chess set?’


‘Of course he did. You must remember it.’


I did not. ‘What do you mean, it’s missing?’


‘The bishop,’ she said, patiently. ‘I hoped I’d been reasonably clear about that. By saying… “the bishop”.’


It’s as well to remember that your parents remain potent individuals, however batty they may appear from time to time. ‘Sure, okay, sorry. But missing how?’


‘I was clearing through the drawers in his den, and found the set. I can’t get rid of it, of course. He never played much, well, he didn’t have the opportunity at home… I can’t play, and you never showed any interest, but I remember him buying it, not long after you were born. Lovely brown wood. You sure you don’t remember it?’


I felt short of breath. ‘No. The bishop, Mom?’


‘Oh yes. Well, it’s gone. One of them. All the other pieces are there — well I assume they are, I’m not sure how many of those pawn things there are supposed to be, but the others all come in pairs or fours. Quartets. Or quads. Or whatever the word is. Except the bishops. There’s only three of them. That can’t be right, can it?’


I had no recollection of my father owning a chess set. That didn’t prove anything — you don’t remember everything from childhood. But it seemed very odd to me that we should be having this conversation today.


‘It’s probably in another drawer somewhere.’


‘Nope,’ she replied, smartly. ‘Checked them all.’


Of course you did, I thought. ‘What about…’


‘It’s nowhere in the house.’


‘Well, I guess it just got lost at some point,’ I said. ‘He figured maybe it’d turn up, and anyway no big deal, as he never used it.’


‘I’m sure you’re right, Matt,’ she said, sounding relieved, as though what I’d said constituted a statement on the subject from a higher and more reliable authority than she felt herself to be. We spoke for another ten minutes, but I can’t remember what was said.


When I walked back into my study, the first thing I noticed was the smell.


The chess piece was standing on the desk.


I heard our car pulling into the drive, and reached into the drawer to get a breath mint.


* * *


Toward the end of the afternoon, Scott came in. Instead of heading straight to my desk, as he usually did, he lurked in the background. He seemed subdued.


‘Everything okay?’


‘I guess.’


‘I wanted to ask you something, actually,’ I said.


‘What?’


I nodded toward the chess piece. ‘Did you put that there?’


‘No. It was here when I came in yesterday. I asked you about it, remember?’


‘I know. I meant… did you put it there today? This morning? Before you went to the dentist?’


He looked confused. ‘No. It was already there, right?’


‘Right.’ I knew it had been extremely unlikely that he’d gone wandering into the woods, happened to find the piece where it had landed somewhere in the bracken and leaves, and brought it back. It was the best idea I’d been able to come up with, however. I’d spent a long time trying to produce a rational explanation for the piece’s reappearance. That had been my only shot.


Now I had nothing, except for the hollow feeling in my stomach.


‘Never mind. How’s the book report coming along?’


‘You’ve been coughing all afternoon,’ Scott said. ‘I can hear you from my room.’


‘Seriously?’


‘Yes. It’s not that far.’


That wasn’t what I’d meant. I hadn’t been aware of coughing at all. ‘Sorry. Allergies.’


‘No, it isn’t.’


I turned to look at him. ‘What?’


‘You’ve been smoking, haven’t you?’


‘No,’ I said.


‘You’re a liar. I know you have.’


‘Scott, I…’ I stopped. ‘Yes, okay. I’ve had a couple today. I’m sorry.’


He nodded distantly. This was far worse than his usual tactic of shouting. ‘I really am,’ I added.


‘So stop.’


‘It’s really not that easy.’


I expected him to launch into another iteration of his well-worn analysis of how incredibly simple it was to stop putting a dumb burning thing into your mouth, but instead he sniffed. ‘I don’t like that smell.’


‘What smell?’


He indicated the bishop. ‘From that thing.’


‘I don’t like it either.’


‘It smells like dying.’


I didn’t know what to say to this.


‘You should get rid of it,’ he said.


I’ve tried, I thought. It’s harder than you’d think.


Suddenly he came over and hugged me. ‘I love you,’ he said, very quietly, arms tight around my shoulders, face buried into my neck.


* * *


After dinner, when Scott was up in his room and in the downward spiral toward sleep, I told Karen that I was going to take a walk, maybe stop in next door, see how our neighbor was doing.


‘You’re nice,’ she said. ‘See you in bed.’


I stopped by the study, put something in my left and right trouser pockets, and left the house.


‘True to your word,’ Gerry said, gratefully, as I walked up his path. He was sitting out on his deck, a short line of empties on the side table. ‘’Fraid I’m done with the Boonts, though. Anchor Steam work for you?’


‘Plenty good enough.’


* * *


We sat and talked a while. I drank a beer slowly, and accepted a second. By then, Gerry must have been on his sixth or seventh.


‘So how come you never had kids?’


He shrugged. ‘Darlene never wanted any. Figure she looked at the mess her parents made of it, decided she didn’t want a part of that scene.’


‘Not such a great childhood?’


‘Kind of fucked up. And eventually her dad walked out. Darlene never forgave him for that, though from the few times I met her mom, I could kind of see his point. Family like that, I guess it was always a long shot she’d be able to make a marriage stick forever.’


I’d heard all this before. I’d just needed to hear it again. ‘I suppose it’s hard when a parent leaves you. Casts a long shadow.’


‘It does that. Another beer?’


‘One more, maybe.’


When the next bottle was opened, I reached in my pocket and pulled out my cigarettes. If you’re a smoker, you’ll know: they go together with beer far too well.


‘You mind?’


Gerry shook his head. When I put the pack on the table, I saw his eyes drift toward it.


We talked some more, about this and that. Halfway through the beer, I lit another cigarette. This time it was pretty clear that Gerry was looking at the pack.


‘I’m not going to offer,’ I said.


He held out until we started the next beer.


By then we were having a whale of a time, and it was a foregone conclusion.


* * *


A couple hours later, and by now pretty drunk, I finally stood.


‘I really better go.’


Gerry smiled blearily up at me, around his fifth or sixth cigarette. ‘Glad you dropped by, Matt. It’s been a blast.’


‘We’ll do it again soon.’


I put a hand out for the pack of cigarettes on the table, saw his eyes flick toward them.


‘Heck, keep ’em,’ I said.


‘You sure?’


‘Got more at home.’


‘Awesome.’


He pushed himself laboriously to his feet, we shook hands and clapped each other on the shoulder, like men, and I walked away up his path.


I glanced back as I turned the corner around the short section of fence that led onto my own property. Gerry was sitting in his chair on the porch, feet up, looking like king of the world.


Fresh bottle in one hand, cigarette in the other.


I’ve tried throwing my pack away before, putting it in the trash, brushing my hands of the whole sorry business and declaring I’m done with it. That doesn’t work. You can easily go buy more. You can’t just halt the journey, any journey. Dad becomes dead, son becomes dad. The path goes on. And what you can never do to a child is leave, especially via corridors that smell of disinfectant.


I stopped and pulled out the thing in my other pocket. The chess piece was back inside, rewrapped in the scrap of paper, resealed with tape. I’d used a Sharpie to write GONE AWAY across one corner of the envelope. I put it in my mailbox, then walked back up the path to our house.


Gerry glimpsed me through the trees, and raised a hand in cheery goodnight. The tip of his cigarette glowed in the dark.


I waved back.


‘Over to you,’ I said, quietly. ‘I’m sorry.’


* * *


Next morning the envelope was gone.


I don’t smoke any more.
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IN MEMORIAM


JOANNE HARRIS


Imagine a warehouse in Belfast. Over five hundred miles of shelves, running from floor to ceiling. Red-draped yorks; plastic crates; sorting tables and boxes and bins all filled with weird ephemera.


This is the National Returns Centre for the UK – in other words, the dead letter office.


This is where Her Majesty washes her hands of the Royal Mail. Letters that have travelled across the world, and found no destination. Parcels returned, only to find that the sender has moved away, or died. Letters to fictional places, fictional people, or to the dead. In these cases, Her Majesty graciously allows us to open the mail; to seek out hidden identities; to divide the gold from the garbage.


I am a CEW. Customer Experience Worker. I’ve been here for twenty years, and I’ve seen it all, let me tell you. Two hundred million pieces of mail a year, give or take, pass through our hands. Begging letters, death threats, photographs of lost loves, keepsakes, unopened Christmas cards, undelivered manuscripts. There’s a forgotten Picasso in there, somewhere along the thirtieth stack, plus enough pieces of jewellery to send off a dead infanta in style. And still they keep coming, every day: the undelivered letters, the ones with no return address; the parcels with torn-off labels, inscriptions that are illegible; mail refused by the addressee, or sent to weedy, deserted plots and old abandoned buildings. There are letters here addressed to God, though He has never claimed them. Lots more addressed to Santa Claus, or Superman, or Wolverine. I sometimes wonder how many kids sat waiting for their heroes to call, until, one day, they realised that no one was coming to save them. Or how many desperate lovers, bottle of poison or dagger in hand, waited in vain for their loved one’s reply. So many dreams end up in here. So many everyday tragedies. Messages in bottles, sent in hope across the sea, only to wash up here at last, at the foot of a cliff of paper.


The paper-cuts are the worst thing. I get dozens of those a day. I even tried wearing gloves for a while, but it didn’t seem right, somehow. These letters have already been through so much. They deserve the touch of a human hand. They deserve to be read, and understood, and acknowledged, before we burn them. The black-edged notes of condolence; the tearful declarations of love; the dutiful letters from boarding school; the last words from the battlefield. It feels as if, by reading them, I can put them at rest, somehow; these strangers, whose words have travelled so far, and never been delivered. What I do is so much more than simply cataloguing mail. I am the one who lays them out; the one who delivers the last rites. I am the embalmer of memories; the custodian of the last word.


First I open, and read, and sort the letters containing valuables. Cheques and cash we return, if we can. Sometimes you can find an address if you open the envelope. Things of intermediate value – clothes, trinkets, toys, books – we keep for six months, then dispose of. Watches, jewellery, artwork, we tend to try to keep longer. Perishable items we get rid of at once. Birthday cakes; live bait; garden plants; groceries; and once a box of soft, pale moths, drowsy in their wrapping of banana leaves and rice paper, which, slipping through my fingers like dusty old transparencies, came back to life in the clear, cold air, and flew up into the overhead lights, where they remained until they died, dropping one by one to the floor in clusters of brownish blossom.


Who on earth sends moths through the post? What were they supposed to mean? Sometimes I still find their wings on the ground like torn-off pieces of paper. The fallen wings are intricate, patterned with tea-coloured hieroglyphs. If you laid them side by side, and looked at them from a great height, then perhaps they might spell out a message. I try not to think too hard about the messages I could have passed on, if only I’d known where to send them. It keeps me awake at night if I do. It’s too much responsibility.


I never, ever send letters myself. That may be something to do with the job. I read so many love letters here, so many messages of hate. I don’t want to put my thoughts on the page; to risk some stranger reading them. Maybe that’s also the reason that I never married. Maybe I know that world too well to dare to be a part of it.


But, last week, something happened. I was going through a load of undeliverable mail. Letters like spent tennis balls, bouncing back and forth for so long that all momentum has been lost. I was about to take a break, when for some reason, a letter at the edge of the pile caught my eye. The address was handwritten, in faded blue ink.


Carey Loewe,


89 Manor Oaks Rd,


Sheffield, S2 5ED


The name and address had been crossed out. On the back, in the same faded script, was the name of the sender:


Liesel Blau,


29 Sevington Drive, Didsbury,


Manchester, M20 5JJ


More recently, someone had added: NOT KNOWN AT THIS ADDRESS. It was postmarked Scarborough. The date stamp read 1st June, 1971.


Sometimes that happens. It isn’t so strange. A letter gets lost in transit. Perhaps it falls through the floorboards, or down the back of the sorting machine. With so many letters in the mail, that’s bound to happen sometimes. It’s no one’s fault. It’s not even all that unusual. But this time something was different. The letter was addressed to me.


Of course, it was a coincidence. Yes, we’d once lived in England. We’d had lots of different addresses. And after all, among so many names, I was bound to see mine one day. But it gave me a chill, nevertheless. Like seeing myself on a gravestone.


I opened up the envelope, taking care not to damage it, and looked inside.


It was empty. No, not quite – here was a square of red plastic, tipped with a nub of metal. A memory stick. And a photograph of two children on a beach. A little girl of five or six, with pigtails and a yellow dress. And a boy of about the same age, wearing a swimsuit and carrying a plastic bucket. His fringe was a little over-long, and he was squinting – not at the sun, but because he needed glasses. I knew this at once, just as I knew that the air had smelt of salt and fried fish; and that the sky had been mackerel-blue, all patterned with little scales of cloud. I knew all this, because I was the boy. I was the boy in the photograph.


For a moment, I was stunned. My head was like a hive of bees. Where had that memory come from? And how could a picture of me as a child have found its way into an envelope dated 1971, along with a piece of technology that wouldn’t be available for another thirty years?


I looked around. There are security cameras here, to safeguard anything valuable that might be found in the dead mail. But I know where the cameras are. And I know how to fool them. I slipped the opened envelope, the memory stick and the photograph into my overall pocket. Then I went for my lunch break, although I was no longer hungry. I finished my shift. I went home. Once more I looked at the photograph. Then I sat at my computer with the memory stick in my hand, wondering if I was going mad. I’d stolen mail from the sorting room. I could be fired for doing that. My job is a position of trust, and I’d risked it all – for what?


The photograph of the children was lying on the keyboard. An almost generic picture; a beach that could have been anywhere. The children were playing by the water’s edge, not looking at the camera. A shadow in the foreground was probably the photographer.


I told myself it wasn’t me. That little boy could be anyone. A five- or six-year-old boy with brown hair, squinting in the sunshine. But that was my name on the envelope. My face in the photograph. And, though I’d heard the ocean, smelt the scent of frying fat, felt the sun and seen the sky mackerel-blue above me, why did I have no memory of that little girl on the beach, or even of being on a beach at all?


The memory stick was a cheap thing; unmarked and unlabelled. It might contain a virus, or a malicious program that would download illegal porn onto my laptop. I ought to throw it away, I thought. It will be bad for my peace of mind. And yet I couldn’t help myself. I had to see what was on there.


Whatever it was took some time to download. I waited, and looked at the photograph. It wasn’t a very good photograph, with that shadow in the foreground. You’d have thought the photographer would have noticed something like that. Instead, they’d framed the photograph so that half of it was in shadow, and the children looked like an afterthought in the top half of the picture.


Where was the beach? Who was the girl? Was the little boy really me? I have so few photographs of myself as a child. But the one that stood on the mantelpiece in my mother’s old house was of that little boy with the fringe and the National Health glasses. Of course, that picture was lost in the fire. But I remember it so well, and I could have sworn the face was the same.


Poor Mother. It can’t have been easy, bringing up a child alone. Especially in Belfast, at the height of the Troubles. Not that the fire was deliberate, of course – just a silly accident that might have happened to anyone. But it left me all alone in a hostile country – an English boy with a German name and nothing much else to sustain me. I took a job as a postman, and thirty years later, here I am, here in the dead letter office, doing whatever it is that I do.


The laptop made a chiming sound to announce that the download was complete. I looked at what it had brought me. Pictures – half a dozen of them. No porn, thank goodness. Only a handful of snapshots. My mother was there in black and white. She was wearing a coat with a fur collar, and her hair was loose. She looked young, maybe twenty-five; pretty; impossibly slender. Next, there was a door, under a peeling sign that read: SUNSET VIEW; PRIVATE HOTEL. It could have been almost anywhere. And yet I knew it wasn’t. There was a number on the door. 87. I knew that. Just as I knew that the door was green, although it looked black in the picture, and that the steps were yellow tile, and that it smelt of something like cabbage, and worse, and that it was often damp and cold.


How did I know that? How could I know? A moth flew into the table lamp. I checked the window; it was shut. I turned back to the laptop. There she was again, my ma, wearing a yellow raincoat and a multicoloured dress. She had gained weight when we moved to Belfast, and here she was already obese, caught in an unguarded moment, eating a sandwich in a crowd. Was this a wedding? A parade? Her colourful clothing suggested as much. But her face was lined and sour. For a woman who ate so much, she never seemed to enjoy it.
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