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

      To bring a child into the world at Moorhens.

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

      Never suspect it for a fucking minute.
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      Lena, 41

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

      ‘Starting to snow,’ I say.

      He shrugs. ‘Won’t settle.’

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

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

      ‘Don’t you dare.’

      ‘Get there?’

      ‘Drive like an idiot.’

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

      I didn’t make it.

      I was gone. Well and truly gone.

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

      ‘I can’t drive in this.’

      ‘You’ll need it,’ I say.

      ‘There’s a heater,’ he replies.

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

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

      ‘You look a mess,’ I tell him.

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

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

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

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

      ‘Procedure?’ one of us asks.

      ‘With strangers at the door.’

      ‘Er... don’t open it to them?’

      ‘Correct.’

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

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

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

      ‘Why would they want to read the meters?’

      ‘Their job maybe?’

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

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

      ‘Depends if they can prove they are.’

      ‘How would they do that?’

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

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

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

      ‘You’ll be there before that.’

      ‘I’ll need to settle in.’

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

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

      ‘She knows.’

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

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

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

      ‘What?’ Miriam says.

      I glance at her. ‘What what?’

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

      ‘I said that? Out loud?’

      ‘You did.’

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

      ‘Are you two all right?’ she asks.

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

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

      ‘I’ll see to them later.’

      ‘Could be half full of snow by then.’

      ‘Nothing stopping you doing it.’

      She shivers. ‘Huh!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      CAL, 20

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

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

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

      ‘I don’t need company.’

      ‘Well, maybe she does.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘She lives alone.’

      ‘So? Her choice.’

      ‘And she likes to see you.’

      ‘Since when?’

      ‘Since always. Since you were tiny.’

      ‘I never noticed.’

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

      ‘Her ways? She’s batshit crazy.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      He tossed the duvet aside. Left the room.

      MIRIAM, 20

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘I don’t see you doing much.’

      ‘I’ve tidied this room. Mostly.’

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

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

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

      ‘Try to. Go on now.’

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

      ‘Whose is?’ she says.

      CAL

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

      The guitar. The imagined sound of the guitar.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Another carving? What of this time?’

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

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

      The last thing she was working on...

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

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

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

      ‘Is there someone there?’ his father asked.

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

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

      ‘Not without me you’re not!’

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

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

      ‘That could be Mum under there!’

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

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

      ‘Wife and mother,’ his father answered curtly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘But?’

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

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

      LENA

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

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

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

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

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

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

      CAL

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

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

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

      MIRIAM

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

      I yelp.

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

      They’re not.

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

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘I’m not alone,’ I tell him.

      ‘Not alone?’

      ‘I’ll prove it.’

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

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

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

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

      ‘Having?’

      ‘Stealing.’

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

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

      He breaks off. Looks to one side. Gapes.

      CAL

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

      His mouth went dry.

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

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

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

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

      ‘Gone? But...’

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

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

      ‘This isn’t my house,’ he said.

      The girl clapped her hands. ‘Breakthrough!’

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

      Covered his head with his arms.

      LENA

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

      What?

      Not sure.

      Can’t articulate it, even in my head.

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

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

      CAL

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘The boiler’s packed up.’

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

      ‘No.’

      ‘None at all?’

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Close,’ he said.

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

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

      MIRIAM

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

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

      JULIA, 44

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Oh yes?’

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

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

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

      ‘Is that it?’

      He grunted.

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

      CAL

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

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

      Impossible things.
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      LENA

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

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

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

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

      CAL

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

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

      ‘Just look at it?’

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

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

      ‘No. Be a surprise for him.’

      ‘Like the bill when it arrives.’

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

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

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

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

      MIRIAM

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

      CAL

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

      MIRIAM

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

      He gapes about him. ‘My room.’

      I set the book aside. ‘My room.’

      ‘This is my bookcase.’

      ‘My bookcase.’

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

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

      ‘This room,’ he growls.

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

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

      ‘My mother made it.’

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

      Again I correct him. ‘My chair.’

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

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

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

      CAL

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

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

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

      ‘How similar are what?’

      ‘Your room, this room.’

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

      ‘Where are you going?’

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

      ‘No, wait, you might – ’

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

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

      ‘Identical.’

      ‘What about outside?’

      ‘I haven’t been outside.’

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

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

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

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

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

      MIRIAM

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

      ‘Likeness?’

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

      ‘Holy shit,’ he breathes at last.

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

      ‘What is this?’

      ‘This?’

      ‘This… place.’

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

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

      ‘It’s called Moorhens.’

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

      ‘Is this a con?’ I ask.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Am I being set up?’

      ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

      ‘Well you would say that.’

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

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

      ‘My room.’

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘What difference does that make?’ he asks.

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Where in your Moorhens?’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘Were you born. Exactly.’

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

      ‘The stairs…’

      ‘No one believes that,’ he says.

      ‘Where on the stairs?

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

      ‘Where the staircase turns?’

      ‘Yes.’

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

      ‘Does it matter?’ he asks.

      ‘Tell me.’

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

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

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

      ‘What so funny?’ I ask.

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘I have a couple here somewhere.’

      CAL

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

      ‘How did this get here?’

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

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

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

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

      ‘Snaps of my folks.’

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

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

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

      ‘There was… an accident.’

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

      ‘What sort of accident?’

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

      Miriam nodded, from somewhere deep within her own memory.

      MIRIAM

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

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

      ‘But?’

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

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

      ‘She was lucky,’ I say.

      ‘Lucky?’

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

      CAL

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Miriam?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      LENA

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

      Afraid? Of what?

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

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Hi, babe, how’s tricks?’

      ‘What’s wrong?’ I ask.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘As Hades in the festive season.’

      ‘Worth going to?’

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

      ‘Seen your fancy woman?’

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

      ‘Doing?’

      ‘Now. In the house.’

      ‘Well in theory, I’m baking.’

      ‘Good. Save some for me.’

      ‘You don’t know what it is.’

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

      ‘Such compliments.’

      ‘Call you later, shall I?’

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

      ‘I’ll twist her arm. Bye.’

      I sink into a chair, still a little uneasy with no idea why.

      CAL

      He stood against the sideboard, ears ringing with the sound of that voice. There was no longer any suggestion that he might have imagined a Moorhens in which his mother had survived and moved on, carrying the life of the house with her, attending to the day-to-day tasks that only she would have bothered with, redecorating, replacing furniture, hanging new pictures, buying flowers – presumably arranging for the boiler to be fixed too, as it was warm there.

      But that was there. Here it was as cold and shabby and unloved as ever. The unfairness of the differences, the many glaring disparities, induced a sob which couldn’t have been more poorly timed, because just then the door opened.

      ‘Ah, there you are,’ Julia said as – too late – he dashed tears from his eyes.

      JULIA

      She’d been calling him. Calling and calling. No reply. No sound. Had he gone out? He could if he wanted to, entirely up to him, but it would be nice to be told rather than find out for herself. She would never have admitted it, but the idea of being here on her own didn’t appeal. It had never been the same since Lena. So she’d headed for the stairs intending to see if Cal was in his room, but just before reaching them tried the River Room on impulse.

      ‘Ah, there you are, I was wondering whe…’ She broke off. He was wiping his eyes. ‘Hey,’ she said. ‘What’s up?’

      ‘It’s nothing. I just... nothing.’

      She made a sweep of the room in search of a reason for tears. Her experience of twenty year old males of this generation was slight, but she doubted that they cried without cause. Her eyes settled on one of the framed photos on the sideboard, the only one badly out of alignment. It was a picture of her sister in a battered old gardening hat, grinning like a mad thing. She decided that he must have been holding it, looking at it, put it down carelessly because it upset him. She didn’t want him to know that she’d worked it out, but she couldn’t leave him like this, so she stepped forward, went to the French windows, hooked her thumbs in the waistband of her yellow dungarees, gazed out at the white lawn, the falling snow.

      ‘I love the snow, don’t you?’ she said.

      He offered nothing. Didn’t move either, or she’d have caught it in the glass.

      ‘Always have,’ she added. ‘Lena did too as a girl. The snow and all that went with it. The boots, scarves, mittens, all the gear. We loved to roll snowballs til they were so big you couldn’t push ’em any further. Not that we got much snow on the beach.’

      ‘Beach?’ he asked, dutifully.

      She glanced at him over her shoulder. ‘We grew up close to it in Hastings. You knew that, didn’t you?’

      He gave a half shrug, which told her nothing. He might know, might not, might not care one way or the other. She pressed on regardless.

      ‘Yeah, the Old Town, just above the fishermen’s cottages. Dad had a little boat with an outboard motor. He took us out all the time. Well, me some of the time, Lena a lot. Apple of his eye, she was. I felt quite pushed out sometimes. He never really wanted me. Born out of wedlock, see.’

      ‘Well so was I,’ Cal said, in a ‘so what?’ sort of way.

      ‘Yes,’ Julia said. ‘I know. But I’m talking late Fifties, early Sixties. Things were different then. A handful of years later it wasn’t so end-of-the-world, and by the mid-seventies having kids without a license was virtually compulsory. My dad was a bit of a throwback in any case. Not such a throwback that he couldn’t have his wicked way with an innocent eighteen year old, mind. My mum-to-be, that is. Have his way, put her in the club, then arrange for the result to be disposed of.’

      ‘Disposed of?’ This time he sounded mildly interested.

      She rested her forehead on the cold glass. ‘She told me later. Much later. Probably thought that at twenty-six I could handle it. She overestimated me. To learn at any age that your dad had wanted you terminated…’ She whistled softly, fogging the glass. ‘Almost got his way with that too. Booked her into a clinic in Brighton, it was all set, but at the last minute Mum refused to go through with it.’ She looked round once more. ‘Just think, Calvin, if my mother hadn’t dug her heels in for once in her browbeaten life I wouldn’t be here today, brightening yours.’

      She turned back to the white world beyond, and fell silent. In this silence it occurred to him that she must know things about his mother that no one else did. That no one else could know. She might have been the older of the two, but they would have played together, shared rooms, holidays, visits to relatives, upsets, illnesses, all sorts of little pains and pleasures.

      ‘What was she like?’ he asked.

      Julia half turned. ‘Sorry?’

      ‘Mum. My mother. When she was young.’

      ‘How young?’

      ‘My age?’

      Turning all the way round to face him, Julia said: ‘My kid sister was clever. Always, from the start. Great visual sense. Forever designing things, painting things, making things – amazing things. She could have done so much, our Lene, been anything she liked. And you know what she wanted to be?’

      ‘No, what?’

      ‘Nothing more than what she was. I swear that girl hadn’t an ambition in the world. A tad frustrating for a bungler like me who longed to high-kick her way into the spotlight. She wasn’t just more talented than anyone has a right to be either, she had the looks too, which meant that all the boys were after her. In her teens, lads trooped up the path in droves hoping for a smile or a wave or the touch of her hand. But Lene didn’t see the point of boys. Most young men either, later on. She could have had her pick of anything in trousers – I have no idea what she saw in Joe – while I, the shambolic big sister, couldn’t have got a blind date with Jabba the Hutt. I would have killed my best friend to have half of Lena’s charms and talents. A quarter. A tenth.’ She paused, then said: ‘Tell you what, though, Calvin.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I don’t half miss her.’

      With that she darted across the room with the kind of haste that suggests an important meeting only just remembered.

      ‘What was it you wanted?’ he asked as she reached the door.

      She turned. Her eyes were very bright. ‘Wanted?’

      ‘You came in for something.’

      ‘Did I? Oh, well, perhaps it’ll come to me.’

      She left, in a hurry. Closed the door behind her.

      MIRIAM

      I didn’t actually hear him say that his parents look like mine but his expression said it for him. By that time I had no doubt that everything was the same. The house, the people in it, our lives. We even share a name. Surname. His name was one of the last things I thought to ask him, but I hardly needed to by then. I’ve set it all down, all the essentials. Looking at everything this way helps put things in perspective. Perspective? Cue laughter.

      

      Me:     Name – Rainey, Miriam

      Him:   Name – Rainey, Cal

      Me:     Date of birth – 8th October 1984

      Him:   Date of birth – 8th October 1984

      Me:     Time of birth – 4.22 am

      Him:   Time of birth – 4.22 am

      Me:     Place of birth – Moorhens, Enysford

      Him:   Place of birth – Moorhens, Enysford

      Me:     Current residence – Moorhens, Enysford

      Him:   Current residence – Moorhens, Enysford

      Me:     Mother’s name – Lena

      Him:   Mother’s name – Lena

      Me:     Father’s name – Joseph

      Him:   Father’s name – Joseph

      Me:     Father’s shop – Rainey’s Antiques & Memorabilia

      Him:   Father’s shop – Rainey’s Antiques & Memorabilia

      Me:     Grandpa’s name – Hector Rainey

      Him:   Grandpa’s name – Hector Rainey

      

      There’s more, much more, the same to the last detail. I could just say yeah, fine, okay, and leave it at that, but I know that only when I’ve checked his stated side of things for myself will I be totally able to believe what he’s told me and move on to thinking about what the hell it might mean.

      LENA

      I’m thinking of writing a history of Moorhens. Just a short one, for Miriam’s kids if she has any. They might not be interested, but you never know. Moorhens was built by a Rainey and has been lived in by Raineys and their families ever since, apart from a sixteen year stretch just after the war when other people owned it. The house isn’t that special. Plain boxlike design, three gray roofs, four tall chimneys, rather dull pale brickwork, and that’s about it. But ivy-decked, as it is all year round, with its quiet river frontage, mature weeping willows crowning the banks of the north and south gardens, it has the look, especially in summer, of a property occupied by moneyed folk. An utterly false illusion in our case.

      But the history of the place. In particular the little domestic details. I’ve found scraps and letters and diary entries that suggest more than they reveal, which naturally flings my imagination into overdrive. When Moorhens was built in the 1880s the kitchen was the domain of the cook, the housekeeper and a general skivvy called Rosie, all of whom entered by a side door from the garden. If the housekeeper was in a reasonable mood that door was also used by Spriggs the gardener, it seems. There’s a hint in the snippets I’ve come across that there was something going on with Spriggs and the housekeeper. Love to know more. Hanky-panky on the kitchen table, wah-hoo! But that was then. Far as I can tell there have been no staff at Moorhens for over seventy years, apart from another gardener in the 1940s, and the garden door was filled in during the Fifties. These days the cook, housekeeper, skivvy and gardener take the single form of Lena Rainey, née Hoth: me, sitting in that very kitchen, at the hanky-panky table, reaching for my writing pad, though not to write anything Moorhens-history-related.

      A minute passes. Silent minute. Almost contented for once. Always ‘almost’. Footsteps in the hall, but I carry on writing. The door opens.

      ‘Whatcha doin’, old girl?’

      MIRIAM

      ‘Oh, just jotting down something I heard,’ she says, not looking up.

      ‘What something?’

      ‘Story from the local paper. Gimme a sec.’

      I sit down opposite her and wait. When she’s done, she turns the pad round and pushes it across. I fold my arms on the table and read what she’s written.

      

      A dentist driving home from work reaches in his pocket for a mint. At that moment a cat runs into the road. The dentist swerves, one hand still in his pocket, loses control of the car, and drives onto the pavement, where a young woman with a toddler in a pushchair are coming out of a shop. The car ploughs into them and kills them both outright.

      Now suppose, in another variant of that reality, the dentist doesn’t reach for a mint, or the cat doesn’t run out just then. The mother and child will go safely home and the dentist won’t now be doing time for manslaughter. In the variant in which the tragedy doesn’t occur he has no idea how close he came to not only destroying a young family, but his own life and career.

      

      ‘This was in the paper?’ I ask.

      ‘Not the bit about what might have happened. Imaginative speculation by my source, that. He says he often thinks about how differently things might turn out, how easily. I think such things too sometimes.’

      ‘You’ve never said.’

      ‘Why would I? Daydreamy stuff, idle-moment stuff, that’s all. But...’

      ‘But what?’

      She draws the pad back and turns it round, lowers her eyes as if to read through what she’s written, but she isn’t reading, her next words prove that.

      ‘Every so often... you know...’

      ‘No, I don’t know. What?’

      ‘It crosses my mind that I’m... you know…’

      ‘Mother, stop saying “you know” and just spit it out.’

      She looks up. ‘That I’m lucky to be here. That I might so easily not have been. Not been around to see you grow into… you.’

      Now I wish I hadn’t insisted. I reach across the table. Grip her hand.

      ‘You mustn’t say things like that. Mustn’t even think such things.’

      ‘Can’t help the thoughts, Mim.’

      ‘I know, but... please?’

      A smile, a nod. ‘Do my best, kid. Subject closed. Satisfied?’

      But it’s not closed. It’s merely packed away for the duration. We both know this, but I go out of my way to introduce laughter into the next topic, an artificially manufactured one to put this behind us, on the surface at least. When I leave the kitchen and start upstairs a few minutes later, I’m still chuckling loud enough to be heard, but by the time I reach the birth stair I’m silent, shaking, probably pale.

      CAL

      Snatching some much needed time away from Julia, letting his mind drift, he recalled two very odd occasions from his childhood. The first happened when he was five or six, picking gooseberries in the kitchen garden with his mother. He’d just screwed his face up at a gooseberry he’d stuffed whole into his mouth when he heard her say, ‘Oh! Where did you spring from, little chap?’; then: ‘My God, you’re the image of...’, and he opened his eyes and his mother was in a floral dress, not the jeans she had been wearing, and there was a girl there too, a girl of his age, with a half-bitten, half-spat-out gooseberry on her chin. He remembered being puzzled, and closing his eyes again, and then his mother said, ‘Cal, where were you, I swear you weren’t here a second ago,’ and she was in jeans once more and the girl wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

      The second thing happened in the summer holidays just before his eleventh birthday. He was on the metal-framed swing outside the Long Room, kicking himself back and forth with heels and toes, when there was a jump so slight that it might have been part of a forward or backward movement, and the swing was barely moving and he had to hold on tight to stop himself falling off, and as he held on he saw a girl – again about his age – standing nearby. Saw her eyes widen, and heard her say, ‘Is it you again?’, and then she was gone, just like that, and the swing was moving faster once more, and he shot off it with a yell and grazed his knees.

      Those two young girls might or might not have been the same person, and they might or might not have grown up to be the one who said her name was Miriam. A Miriam who lived in a house like his in every respect that he’d seen except that hers was warm and clean and looked good. And he knew, now, why her Moorhens was like that. The little photo in the wallet. And the voice from downstairs. That voice. It was a wonder he hadn’t passed out when he heard it. He’d panicked, though. Lumbered toward the carved hand on the bookcase because he’d twice been touching it – an unfinished version of it anyway – seconds before finding himself there. This time he hadn’t quite reached the finished carving, hadn’t touched it, before he was back. Back in his cold, stale-smelling, unloved Moorhens.

      Home.

      MIRIAM

      I’m about to go into my room when I notice that the door of the next room along is open a little. Nothing unusual about that. However tightly you close the box room door, before long it snaps ajar, as if the room’s sick of being shut off from the world. Everything that no one has a use for, or can think of a place in the house for, is dumped in there. When I was small, that little room was a cave of shadow and mystery, the mysteries being contained in the multitude of boxes, old trunks, cases and bags that filled so much of it. Today’s box room looks just the same as it did when I last looked in, whenever that was, and I’m about to retreat and pull the door to after me when a suitcase catches my eye. The old brown case my mother hauled down from the attic about three years ago. Drawn to it for no reason that I can think of, I flip the catches and raise the lid. A fusion of camphor, sandalwood and lavender wafts out, plus the tiniest whiff of the little colored sweets my grandmother called cashews and never went anywhere without. One of the first things I see brings a smile: a small green bottle of Devon Violets Perfume with a red-suited goggle-eyed pixie sitting in the neck. The rest of the case’s contents are much as expected: an old stamp album, a wooden whistle with a dried pea in it (I try it, it still works), papers of various kinds. Among the papers I find a sheaf of brown envelopes bound by a blue ribbon tied with a bow. I flick through the envelopes without untying the bow. Date-stamped 1916 and ’17, it’s hard to make out in the room’s dim light where the first few were posted, but a couple of them are clearly postmarked ‘Belgium’ and they’re all addressed to ‘Mr. and Mrs. O.C. Rainey, Moorhens’ et cetera. Turning the letters over I see the name of the sender, Private R.B. Rainey. Under the last envelope there’s a telegram, which I don’t bother to unfold. I vow to read the letters and telegram at some point, find out who these long-gone Raineys were, but for now return them to the suitcase.

      There’s also a very old magazine, The County Journal, from which a discolored newspaper cutting flutters when I pick it up. An obituary. I open the magazine at the article the cutting marked and find a folded drawing there. I study the obituary, the article, and the drawing.

      

      
        
        THE OKESTUBBE GAZETTE

        June 27th 1902

      

      

      

      The death has been announced of Clovis Linus Rainey, former bishop of Enysford and Okestubbe. Mr. Rainey was still referred to as the Bishop by former parishioners at the time of his death, even though his last nine years were passed in retirement. He is survived by his wife Elvira and their son Orson. The Bishop is to be interred in the grounds of his home, Moorhens, beside the River Ouse. Mrs. Rainey has announced her intention of planting a tree over the body of her husband, in commemoration of his life and good works.

      

      The magazine article contains two photographs, one of Bishop Rainey – haughty, rather severe, but with the hint of a twinkle in his eye – the other of Moorhens, barely forty years old and rather grand-looking, in an austere sort of way.

      

      
        
        THE COUNTY JOURNAL

        August 1923

        PHILANDERING BISHOP BURIED IN “GROUNDS”

        Characters from our county’s past, number 14

      

      

      

      C.L. Rainey, Bishop of Okestubbe and Enysford, had a reputation as a “ladies man” – a well-deserved one if the stories are to be believed. For Bishop Rainey is said to have bedded a fair portion of the women of his diocese, unmarried or married, and sired several children who at baptism received surnames other than his.

      According to press reports of the time, the Bishop (as he was known until his death in 1902) orchestrated his own fall from grace by making advances to one Joan Waterton while her husband, a wealthy grain merchant, was away on business. When Mr. Henry Waterton discovered that he had been cuckolded in his absence, and by a churchman for whom he had small regard at the best of times, he went to the Bishop’s Palace with the intention of horsewhipping him round the grounds. Fortunately for the Bishop servants came to his rescue, but Mr. Waterton was a man with a mission. He reported the transgressor to his Archbishop, who, himself having little fondness for the flamboyant Rainey, was pleased to suspend him pending investigation. Investigation proved unnecessary, however, for by then others in the community had come out against the Bishop, and he resigned his office in preference to (legend has it) having his entire catalogue of misdemeanors exposed to public scrutiny.

      Some years previously, Rainey had acquired a swathe of willowland on the edge of Enysford village, and cleared it to build a fine house – Moorhens – for himself, his wife and his one legitimate son. He appears to have been too attached to his home to abandon it in his disgrace, and it was here that he spent his final years. It cannot have been an easy retirement, for his erstwhile flock, freed of the obligation to show respect, seem to have gone out of their way not to.

      Upon his death at the age of 67, Rainey’s wife Elvira (having, it seems, turned a blind eye to his adulterous adventures) had him buried in the grounds of his beloved home and planted an oak sapling over his remains, which she dubbed Clovis’s Oak. The Bishop’s son, Orson, lives at Moorhens to this day, with his wife, his own son (another was killed in the Great War) and two daughters. When asked about his late father’s reputation Mr. Rainey said, “I’d rather not dredge all that up again, if you don’t mind.”

      But he smiled as he said it.

      

      The pen-and-ink drawing that accompanies the obituary and the article is signed ‘Elvira’. It’s a map of sorts, not very well made, showing the spot in the corner of the south garden where she laid her husband to rest and planted the sapling. Over time this sapling, I realize, grew into the great oak that we’ve always known as the Family Tree.

      CAL

      He was in the kitchen, leaning against the old Welsh dresser, sipping a mug of chocolate provided by Julia. Julia made good hot chocolate if nothing else; would never dream, she said, of using instant. He was thinking about Miriam. Miriam, the other Moorhens, and all of the –

      ‘Calvin! It’s snowing! The world is snow covered!’

      Julia had run in.

      ‘You’ve only just noticed?’ he said.

      ‘I want to go out in it!’

      ‘Go ahead.’

      ‘With you!’

      ‘Me?’ He laughed. ‘Oh, no. No, no, no.’

      ‘Oh, please! Please-please-please. I’ve never been here with everything under snow before.’

      He resisted, but after further intense pleadings from her went out to the hall and put his boots and parka on. Hoping he wouldn’t be spotted walking in the snow with a middle-aged aunt, he was horrified when she reappeared in floral wellingtons, a coat of many colors, a vivid red headscarf, and big blue mittens. No one could miss someone dressed like that, even at a distance, which meant they’d see him too. To make matters worse, as they trudged to the main gate she exploded into song, a very warbly song that she kept up, even extended, all the way to the Long Bridge. He tried falling behind but she turned, gripped his arm, held him close so he couldn’t escape. Only at the bridge did she stop her caterwauling and release him in order to stalk ahead, up the arch of it, pausing at the half-way point, the highest, to plant her elbows on the snow-thickened rail and gaze back along the water to the only house visible from there – Moorhens – before the river curved behind the bushes and trees of the bank across from it.

      ‘Isn’t it beautiful?’ she said as he joined her. ‘Isn’t it blooming flaming bleeding gorgeous?’

      He plodded past her, down the farther slope.

      On the other side of the bridge, the enormous landscaped park known as the Fallows was punctuated by a number of ponds and narrow streams dotted with small islands custom-made to encourage wildlife. He’d been a more frequent visitor to the Fallows these past two years than at any previous time, primarily to escape the house in which all his memories of growing up, and of his mother, were held fast, impossible to shake off for long. On those solitary strolls and saunters his mind would drift away from what had happened, for a while at least, but all too soon reality would come crashing back and he would be lost again, cursing the shit life he was left with. Today, though, there were things to be thought about rather than avoided; no easy matter in Julia’s company. As if to emphasize this, something hit him between the shoulder blades.

      ‘Gotcha!’

      He turned. Julia, squatting at the foot of the bridge, was packing more snow with her giant mittens.

      ‘What are you doing?’ he shouted.

      ‘What do you think I’m doing? Defend yourself, mister!’

      She rose. Drew back her arm. He backed away, hands out – ‘Whoa! No!’ – but a second snowball hurtled toward him. He ducked just in time, protesting that he didn’t want to play.

      ‘Tough titty,’ Julia said, packing snow once more.

      Snowball number three lacked the accuracy of the first two, but it certainly connected. He folded over, hands cupping.

      ‘Oops!’ Julia said. ‘Sorry.’

      ‘Listen…’ he said feebly.

      Already shaping a further mittenful, Julia said, ‘This is not the time for idle chatter, give up or get with it.’

      ‘I give up!’ Cal bawled.

      ‘Cluck-cluck!’ said Julia.

      He glanced around. Saw no one else in that boundless white wasteland. Snowball number four whizzed past his ear.

      ‘Right,’ he said. ‘You asked for it.’

      He gathered snow and stomped toward her impacting it. Julia looked up.

      ‘Hang on, not ready,’ she said.

      ‘Tough titty,’ said he.

      He lobbed the snowball. It glanced off her arm but she shrieked as if he’d thrown a bucket of icy water over her.

      Then she said: ‘So!’

      And that was it. All hell broke loose.

      MIRIAM

      My ‘childhood friend’ I called him later on, though I only saw him twice, with years between appearances. Following the first, and for a year or two after the second, I fell to talking to him when alone, as if he were still there, hanging on my every word. There was something almost comforting about his invisible presence – until I became self-conscious, in my room or the bathroom, about being seen half dressed or naked by a boy, especially a boy I couldn’t see in return. At twenty, I no longer feel a need for an imaginary friend – unlike a huge proportion of the world’s population – but now I know who it must have been who materialized in the kitchen garden when I was little and on my swing when I was ten. I have no idea how he came to me those times, but all these years later he was touching the carving of Sol Hoth’s hand when he appeared beside me the first time, reaching for it again when he left, which is why I took it up to my room.

      Now I fall to wondering if I might be able to get to him by way of the carving. If so, how? I must have touched it dozens of times since Mum finished it and nothing happened then. However, I place both hands on it – ‘Holding hands with a hand,’ I say out loud – and close my eyes, it being unthinkable to peek during such a dotty procedure.

      Squinting around after twenty or thirty seconds and finding that nothing’s changed, I close my eyes again and whisper ‘Take me there, take me there,’ over and over, with increasing urgency. Still nothing happens. I do this a couple more times and still get nowhere. Fed up, I turn to go. But as I do, something cold touches my cheek, and I flinch, and during the flinch I hear the crunch of footsteps in the distance and the temperature drops sharply and…

      … I’m in the garden.

      Under the Family Tree.

      Perfect time to reel and stammer and say what the hell, but I’m dressed for centrally heated rooms and there’s no heating out here and already I’m shivering. I look toward the house. That’s where the warmth is. But if our two Moorhens are as alike as he claims, how do I know whose this one is? Oh, wait. The front door and the garage doors are green, as ours were til a year ago when they were stripped back and stained a mid-oak color. The front porch is different too. Not the porch itself, but the cardboard boxes and bulging black bags that virtually fill it. There’s no rubbish in our porch.

      I make a quick sweep of the grounds. We recently acquired a part-time gardener, Mr. Bulmer. He rang the bell one day and offered his services. Said his dad was gardener at Moorhens a long time ago and he would consider it a privilege to help out in return for the odd glass of beer. My mother, glad of the offer because the garden’s too much for one – she’s always saying that – insisted on paying him in money rather than beer, and between them they tidied the most unruly parts and became good working companions. But that’s our garden. My garden. The blanket of snow that covers much of this one can’t conceal the fact that it hasn’t received the slightest attention for several seasons.

      But even if I’d failed to spot some of the differences, there’s one I couldn’t have missed for long. The ivy that scrambles across the walls of our Moorhens is kept in reasonable order. It’s let go a bit in the autumn – ‘Little treat for it,’ Mum says – but trimmed back in late November. The ivy on the walls I’m looking at bulges around the drainpipes, plumps the window ledges, hangs from the guttering in thick green and white drapes. And one of the chimneys is slightly twisted. We had a chimney like that til last summer when Dad called in a builder to look at it. Pronouncing it unsafe, the builder remade it, and also advised us to have the slates checked because a few were loose, some dangerously so, and Dad paid him to sort those out as well. Clearly, no builder has worked on a chimney here, or, I suspect, the snow-covered roof slates.

      In desperate need of warmth, I sprint across the lawn to the front porch – in my slippers! – and ease my way between the teetering boxes and fat rubbish bags. I squat down, lift the letter flap, peer into a hallway identical to ours except this one doesn’t have two little side tables with dried flowers on them, and it’s still painted that browny-red color – terracotta, I suppose – that never did much for it. But right now I don’t care about such minor differences. I just want to get in there, out of the cold. How, though? Can’t ring the bell. His mother might answer. His mother who, if what he says is true, is the spitting image of mine. What could I possibly say to her?

      Straightening up, I notice the old brass bellpush. Same as ours, but dull, unpolished. My mother would never leave it like that. Wouldn’t allow all these bags and boxes either. Turning from the door, I notice that apart from my footprints there are three other pairs heading away and one pair approaching. The approaching pair and one of the departing pairs were probably made by the milkman or the postman, but the others? Cal and his mother? Could be. That must have been who I heard walking away just now. No telling when they’ll be back, though. Might be hours. So where can I shelter til then, and be hidden from view in case his mother returns with or before him?

      The most sheltered place I can think of is the back porch. It’s bigger than this one, and there’s a pair of old wooden pews in it. I trudge round the side of the house, leaning into the flying snowflakes. In the porch at the back – exactly like the one at home – I settle myself on one of the pews. Drawing my knees into my chest and circling them with my arms, I envisage the outcome of this stupid adventure. Cal and his mother will be away for so long that I’ll freeze to death. The snow will drift in and cover me. Days will pass before anyone comes round the back or opens the door. Weeks. The snow might lie on the ground and me all that time, and when I’m eventually discovered, rigid in this bundled crouch, eyes staring sightlessly, my death will be reported, but only one person will know me, and he won’t be able to say, and I’ll be such a wretched pinch-faced object that the likeness we share will go unnoticed. I’ll be disposed of as an unknown person, a stray asylum seeker or something, in an unmarked grave or anonymous urn. But even that isn’t the worst of it. When I don’t return, my mother will call the police. There’ll be a nationwide search for ‘twenty year old Miriam Rainey’, embarrassing old photos of me on the news and in the papers, but I’ll never be found, and my parents will spend the rest of their lives shuffling about in sorrow, certain their darling daughter was abducted, raped, strangled, dumped in some quarry or down some disused mine-shaft. And now, to cap it all, my nose is running. Last straw, runny nose. But as I wipe it on my sleeve I have a thought. Until recently the French windows in the River Room – our River Room – were easily opened from outside. The proof of this was the morning my mother went in there and found one of them ajar. Her first thought was that we’d had a night visitor, but nothing was missing, nothing had been moved. A test of the lock proved that it was shot, too feeble to hold the door against a hearty wind, and a new one was fitted. But that was our French windows. Maybe the old lock hasn’t been replaced here. Everything I’ve seen so far is a little shoddier than our current versions, so maybe…

      I uncurl, leave the porch, go to the River Room’s French windows. I peer between my hands, into an empty room. I lean against the frame. It holds. So I give it a shove. And one of the doors jumps back.

      LENA

      The River Room, nice and warm, Astral Weeks on the player, working on a set of charcoal sketches of nothing in particular to encourage my students to let their imaginations go. Charcoal from the head, I’ll tell them. They’ll like that. Lively bunch, my students. Probably helps that they’re not kids. Not too bound up in themselves, no careers to plan or hope for.

      But sitting here, more or less contented for a change, letting my hand go wherever it fancies, I suddenly go cold. I mean really cold. Instinctive glance toward the French windows. Still closed. I set my pad aside. Go to the radiator. Ow, couldn’t be hotter if it tried, as it should be, the system was serviced recently, but I am so cold, and colder by the second. Shut up, Van, can’t think, go ’way, Madame George. Hands, fingers, as cold as if I were in the garden sans coat, scarf, gloves, anything more than I have on now.

      Out to the hall, check the thermostat. Twenty-four Celsius. That’ll be Mim. Joe would have a fit, rant about the fuel bills. The house is officially warm then, but me, I’m cold as sin. Never felt this cold indoors, sure I haven’t, even last winter during that two-day power cut. Had to wrap up in blankets, all three of...

      That’s it. Blanket. Upstairs. Airing cupboard.

      MIRIAM

      I step inside, and shiver. It’s barely warmer in than out. I fasten the weak catch, stamp my feet on the mat – quietly – and look around me at the River Room as it was before it was redecorated, before the new carpet was fitted, new curtains hung. The chaise is still a faded blue, the old table and chairs are still here, and on the sideboard, next to a framed snap of my mother in a floppy hat, right where Sol Hoth’s hand should be there’s an ugly piece of wood with just the hint of a hand carved into it. I gaze about me with a leaden heart.

      ‘And he said it was the same.’

      LENA

      Oh! Wooh! That’s better. No thanks to you, blanket. I cast it aside. Body warming up rapidly, as if I’ve just stepped off a sledge in Antarctica and run into a sauna.

      What was that? New experience. One I could do without going through again. Should I worry? I’ve been through worse. Survived worse. Lucky to be here, even if my body is losing the will. Body or mind. All in the mind? Could be. Mind or imagination. Charcoal from the head.

      MIRIAM

      From the freezing River Room I step into the freezing hallway viewed minutes earlier through the front door’s letter flap. I pause. Listen. No sound. No hint of movement. No one at home? How to find out? If I call and someone comes, what then? Explain myself how? I listen again. Listen hard. Nothing. So...

      ‘Hello?’

      I almost whisper it. No reply, but who can hear whispers at a distance? Try a bit louder.

      ‘Hello!’

      Listen for a response. There’s none. So…

      ‘HELLO!’

      Ready to flee if an answer comes. Flee where? Along the hall, out the front door, into the garden to start freezing all over again?

      Listen, listen, listen.

      Nothing. If someone’s here, even if dozing, they’ll have heard me by now, so I assume everyone’s out and begin to explore, quietly in case I’m wrong and there is someone here and they suddenly barrel out of a room with a hammer or something and beat me to death. I go to the foot of the staircase, which still bears the old carpet. The wall up which the stairs run is the same color ours was before we got the decorators in, and I know all the pictures on it. Every one of the pictures is slightly crooked. I reach up to adjust the nearest one and dust flurries off the frame, stings my eyes.

      Adjacent to the stairs is one of the two doors to the Long Room. I push it back, warily. Stand in the doorway. At home this is one of my favorite rooms, light in summer, cozy in winter. The room I’m looking at now is a sad mockery of mine. Rugs rucked up; curtains pulled back without care; no order to the furniture; newspapers and magazines look as if they’ve been dropped in passing. Every morning, first thing after breakfast, my mother goes round straightening things, thumping cushions back into shape, ironing out rumpled material with the back of her hand. Here the cushions are squashed and badly creased, and very little is straight. I’m confused. More than confused. Confused doesn’t come close. If Cal’s mother is as much like mine as he says, how can she have let the place go like this?

      I drift the length of the room to the fireplace, over which, at home, the mantel is dotted with carefully-placed mementoes from various outings and holidays. The mementoes on this mantelpiece are half a tube of Extra Strong Mints, a box of matches, a couple of packets of fuses, a loose ball of string, a screwdriver. The Westminster clock is still at the centre, but it’s very dusty, and has stopped. Its hands are stuck on five-twenty. The hearth is even more hideous, all screwed-up bits of paper and spent matches, while the grate is a mass of cigarette ends. My dad used to smoke, but he gave up shortly after Mum came home from Addenbrooke’s. His idea, no one else’s. He’d persuaded himself that he owed it to her not to smoke around her while she was unwell, and has never taken it up again. Cal’s father, in the same circumstances – if they were the same – must have thought differently.

      I go back to the door I came in by, and out to the hall. Head upstairs, still nervous, avoiding the creakers. The silence is oppressive. On the birth stair I pause. Listen hard. Still no sound. I don’t call out. Too scared in case this time someone answers or appears in one of the landing doorways. I take a deep breath, carry on up, and tiptoe along the landing like some cartoon character to the room I occupy in my version of... this. I tap on the door. When the tap elicits no response I open it.

      And immediately wish I hadn’t.

      JULIA

      Julia’s approach to winter warfare was more than just haphazard, it was totally off any sort of scale. But it was effective in its way, for she scored at least one hit in every four or five snowball lobs. He did a little better, in spite of her weaving madly this way and that and running off squealing, arms in the air. They hid behind trees, crouched behind bushes, hastily packing snow in their hands in preparation for the next round. When Julia made a hit, she taunted him. When one of his struck her, she shrieked but rushed at him almost at once, hurling another snowball before galloping away like a demented giraffe, legs flying. Like her, he ran in whichever direction seemed best at whichever moment, ducking, shouting, gesticulating. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d let himself go like this.

      MIRIAM

      I have trouble finding space in my room for all my stuff. I could have moved to the spare room, which is a bit bigger, but it’s at the front of the house and I’d lose my river view. Even after all these years gazing at the same little stretch of water, same ragged stand of trees and bushes on the opposite bank, I’ve never tired of it. The water’s always changing, like the sky. I love that. I keep my room fairly tidy and try to make it interesting in various ways. Like to feel that when I enter, it’s glad to receive me. Going by what I’m looking at here, he doesn’t share my thinking. The room is a wall-to-wall mess, and it stinks. There’s rubbish all over the floor, drawers hang open, clothes are slung or dropped just anywhere, and the bed looks plain disgusting.

      About to leave I notice a familiar cover among a heap of clothes, and pull out a drawing pad like that old one of mine. I open it and on the first page find a drawing identical to the one on the first page in my pad. I turn other pages – also the same as my drawings – until I come to the fifth. It’s similar to the one on my fifth page, but something’s not quite right about it, not quite the same. Turning further pages I find more differences. As the pages flip by, the drawing style gets darker and harsher, the lines more heavily indented, as though made with anger rather than pleasure. I close the pad. Toss it back on the heap of clothes.

      Going back along the landing, I glance in the bathroom. There are mean little bits of soap on the basin shelf, the mirror above it is badly smeared, a couple of filthy towels sit bunched on the towel rack, the shower curtain is torn, and hairs rim the bath. I close the door in a hurry.

      Bypassing the master bedroom for the moment, the next room comes as a surprise. At home this used to be Grandpa Hec’s room and now it’s just the spare. Grandpa moved into it in 1994, surrendering the main bedroom to his son (my dad) and my mother. It’s the room he died in, aged sixty-two, of emphysema. Weak chest not helped by a lifetime’s heavy smoking, the doctors said. It’s five years since Grandpa Hec breathed his last, but it still saddens me to think of that funny, ever-patient man no longer being about, so I rarely look in his old room. Opening this version’s door, however, I stare at a room transformed. It smells pleasanter than the rest of the house, if artificially so, and unlike the other rooms shows signs of personality. Pretty wacky personality. A shapeless patchwork bag lolls against a turquoise suitcase covered with butterfly stickers, and on the rail at one end of the room there’s an array of clothing that might belong to a circus drag artist. Have Cal’s parents taken a lodger? A slightly unbalanced one?

      By now I have little doubt that I’m alone here, but even so I approach the master bedroom nervously, thinking that there might, just might, be someone in there, but also dreading what state I’ll find the room in. I push the door back. The room is empty, but the dread… the dread is justified. It reeks of stale sweat and cigarettes. The curtains are carelessly drawn back and hanging badly because a number of the runner hooks are missing. The duvet and pillows on the bed are grubby, and several randomly scattered pairs of scuffed shoes lie on the floor. There are two overflowing ashtrays, an empty whiskey bottle, and, sticking out from beneath the bed, a number of magazines. I kneel to look at these. Men’s magazines. The magazines appall me as much as anything I’ve seen so far. Not because I’m prudish about such things – I’m not, I’m really not – but for the instant image of my father drooling over pictures of naked girls, my age and younger, legs apart, fingering themselves and so on. I shudder, but then remind myself that they’re not my father’s magazines, that they’re nothing to do with my father, and kick them further under the bed.

      Rising, I gaze about me. This should be a cozy, beautifully coordinated bedroom. The only deliberately old-fashioned room in the house: parlor palms and jardinières, lacy shawls draped along bamboo screens, old postcards in little silver frames. All my mother’s doing, of course. I don’t think I’ve ever thought of it before, but my father never seems to mind the look of this room. I understand why now. It’s not that he doesn’t mind. He doesn’t care.

      But where’s Cal’s mother in all this? Where’s the personality and taste of the Lena Rainey he led me to believe lives here?

      A large burr walnut wardrobe takes up much of one wall. An exact duplicate of the wardrobe in my parents’ room. I pull back the left-hand door to reveal a disarray of badly-hung jackets, trousers and shirts. Two of the shirts are frayed at the cuff and three of the lighter ones have a tidemark round the inside collar. The narrow middle part of the wardrobe, over which the two doors meet, is equipped with small shelves and shallow drawers. This is where my mother puts clean underwear and hankies, interspersed with little bags of herbs or lavender. The central section of the present wardrobe contains no fresh linen, no fragrances, just screwed-up bundles of dirty clothes and other odds and ends I don’t want to touch or even look at.

      I grip the handle of the right-hand door, but pause before opening it, unsure what to expect. The last thing I expect is nothing at all, no clothes, just a tangle of empty hangers. Apart from them there’s just one thing, on the floor among balls of fluff. A pair of small, old, brass binoculars.

      I close the wardrobe and go to the stool in front of the marble-topped wash-stand which at home my mother uses as a dressing table. I plonk my elbows on the veined gray marble, chin in palms, and gaze into the mirror on the wall behind it. Same oval Victorian mirror as my mother’s, but smeared and dusty. The face that looks back at me from the pitted glass might almost be Cal’s. Staring at the face that’s almost his, I suddenly understand the condition and squalor of the house. She’s not here. His mother isn’t here. If she really is a double for mine, with my mum’s tastes, attitudes, requirements and so on, she can’t be. But why? Has she walked out? She must have. I can’t see that it would be anything else. My parents don’t always get on. They have rows, stupid ones usually, over nothing much, and they’re never all that lovey-dovey, and my dad excels in hurtful put-downs, and Mum is forever clearing up after him and trying to organize him, but there’s never been any real suggestion – in my hearing anyway – that they won’t stay together.

      Yet here...

      The signs are that they haven’t. But how bad can things have got for her to clear off so soon after the accident? She and his dad must have had a hell of a...

      The accident.

      Could it be that this variant’s Lena didn’t –

      Variant. Where did that come from? Oh. Yes. My mother used it in her retelling of the story about the dentist losing control of his car and killing the mother and child.

      – receive the care from her husband and son that me and Dad gave ours? Maybe Cal went back to Uni instead of sticking around to help her through her recovery and his dad didn’t take much time off from the shop to look after her, and when she was well enough she decided they weren’t worth it, and left them to stew in their own lousy juice. How else can the very marked lack of a Lena Rainey be explained?

      I lower my eyes to the gray marble. Since I was little I’ve loved the things my mum keeps here. Little cut-glass scent bottles, decorative hat-pins in a velvet cushion, mother-of-pearl combs, a tortoiseshell hand mirror, boxes and trays for rings, bracelets, trinkets. Nothing valuable, but all very pleasing to the eye. There are none of those things here. They’ve been replaced by cheap felt pens, torn tickets for something or other, mouth sprays, coins, a couple of dog-eared thrillers. It’s all so ugly, like the rest of the house. Ugly, cheerless, cold, unfriendly.

      ‘This isn’t my house.’

      Cal’s words on realizing that he’d stumbled into a more cherished Moorhens. I can’t blame him for being so desperate to get away, but… to this? Suddenly I feel almost guilty for everything at mine being so nice still. Guilty for my mother still being there. I turn round on the stool and again take in the depressing room. It wouldn’t take much to improve it. I might not be a neat-freak like a certain other person, but if I don’t hang about, if I just get on with it...

      JULIA

      She had prepared today’s lunch last night, using the largest saucepan she could find. ‘Gives me more burn room,’ she said when he wandered into the kitchen to see what smelt so bad. And here, today, was the result, warmed up and served with chunks of stale bread. She placed a bowl in front of him at one end of the long table, one for herself at the other.

      He sniffed the bowl. ‘What is it?’

      ‘I think it’s called soup. Try it.’

      They were later than usual following the snowball fight in the Fallows, and he’d had nothing since breakfast and was hungry. Yet he hesitated.

      ‘After you,’ he said.

      ‘Be bold, nephew. It won’t poison you. All being well.’

      So he sampled it. Then looked up, eyes wide.

      ‘I’ve never tasted anything like it.’

      Julia smiled. ‘New recipe.’

      ‘Where from?’ When she tapped the side of her head, he said, ‘Oh, that explains it.’

      She watched him, her own spoon poised for a first taste as he took another half mouthful, a cautious one in case some of his taste buds were faulty. Deciding that they were all working perfectly, he put his spoon down. Shook his head.

      ‘Sorry.’

      Not in the least offended, Julia tasted hers now, and after the slightest pause her face creased up. ‘There’s a lot of goodness in it,’ she said by way of compensation.

      ‘I’m sure. It’s the flavor I have a problem with.’

      He abandoned his bowl and went to the freezer, found a pizza, unwrapped it, put it in the microwave. Julia, several slurps into her soup, said: ‘You know, this is abominable.’

      ‘Have some of this pizza if you like,’ he offered.

      ‘I mean the kitchen. The house. How could he have let it get like this?’

      When he’d finished eating, he headed upstairs. On the way he noticed that the banister felt smoother than usual. In the bathroom, lifting the toilet seat, he saw a swirl of disinfectant around the bowl. The bath and basin had been attended to as well, and the little bits of soap had been replaced by a new bar from the cupboard under the sink, and the towels had been straightened, the bath mat draped neatly over the side of the bath, the old shower curtain hooked up in the places where it had come away. All this he put down to Julia, though he couldn’t think when she’d managed it. They’d been snowballing in the Fallows til about half one and it wasn’t like this before they went out. As if to claim responsibility for the transformation Julia, half-heartedly supported by Joe Cocker, began belting out You Can Leave Your Hat On down in the kitchen. He couldn’t help a little laugh as he strolled along the landing to his room.

      CAL

      Later, duvet-swaddled on his bed, his thoughts, soundtracked by headphones, returned to Miriam’s Moorhens, and the voice from the foot of the stairs. He tried to think of other things, but the voice wouldn’t let him be, and a longing grew in him to see the speaker, up close preferably but at a distance if it was the best that could be managed. Involved in such thoughts and longings, eyes closed, ears full of sounds other than the voice of a Lena Rainey, he was jerked to his senses by a hand on his shoulder. He swore, snatched the earphones off, pulled himself into a sitting position against the bedhead.

      ‘Sorry,’ Julia said. ‘Couldn’t seem to make myself heard. I just wanted to let you know how impressed I am.’

      ‘Impressed?’

      ‘When I looked in Joe’s room yesterday I thought he’d been visited by jihadists. Imagine the shock when I went in just now to start tidying it. The bathroom too. When did you do all that?’

      ‘I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re on about.’

      She grinned. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t grass you up. Wouldn’t want the old man making it a regular assignment, would we?’ She went to the door. ‘I’m hoovering the landing. I’ll be doing in here in a mo.’

      She closed the door and the noisy old vac started up outside. He listened as it faded into the distance, buzzing around at the end of the landing for a while before starting back. When it thudded against his door demanding to be let in he admitted it, slipped past Julia, went to his father’s room to see what she meant. Pushing the door back, the first thing he noticed was the shoes, usually scattered wherever they were kicked off but now standing in a neat row under the window. He went in. Saw straightened curtains, clean ashtrays, a dressing table clear of rubbish, bed neatly made. The room even smelt better. And she thought he’d done this? The woman was even more off her head than…

      Oh. He’d got it.

      Got it and was instantly mad as fuck.

      MIRIAM

      Why the garden? In the hours since my visit this keeps coming to me. He can’t have come to mine via the garden because he was wearing slippers each time and there was no snow on them, though it was thick outside. I’d got the idea that Sol Hoth’s hand was the way for us to get to one another. He was touching it in the River Room when he came to me the first time and when I moved it to my room he came there instead. Because of this, when I wanted to come home I went to his River Room, touched the rough block of oak that looks a bit like a hand, longed to be home – the longing wasn’t hard – and with the slightest shift in the air his River Room gave way to my bedroom, with its attendant warmth. So why was I sent to the garden? His garden? His Family Tree?

      Whatever the reason I was relieved to get home so easily. Pretty damn pleased with myself too. ‘First time I visit another reality,’ I said to the Miriam in the mirror, ‘and I tidy it up. Mum would be proud.’ But the smugness has faded now. It’s his mother. I can’t get her out of my mind. Her walking out on him and his dad. Could mine do that? Would she? Oh, she annoys me sometimes. So picky, such a perfectionist, such a fidget. But she’s also the warmest person I know. The person I care most for in the whole world. The idea of her not being around just horrifies me.

      Perhaps because I’m thinking this way I go in search of her. Again find her at the kitchen table. This time she’s planning some project for her students when the College reopens next week. Casting about for a topic to explain my presence, I ask about the documents in the old case in the box room. The obituary, the newspaper article, the drawing.

      ‘They were among a bunch of papers that looked like they hadn’t been opened for years,’ she tells me. ‘It was finding them that got me started on the Rainey family tree really.’

      ‘Did you read the piece about the horny old Bishop who built this place?’

      ‘I did, yes. Quite a character by the sound of it.’

      ‘By the sound of it, half Enysford and Okestubbe could have Rainey blood.’

      ‘Yeah. Best keep quiet about that or we could find them putting in claims for Moorhens.’

      Later, evening, the hall phone rings. I’m nearest, so I pick up.

      ‘Hey, Mim.’ My father. And I’m instantly thinking of how he would let the place go if my mother wasn’t around to keep things in order. ‘How’s the weather there?’ he asks.

      ‘Wintry.’

      ‘Here too. Snow’s coming down harder than ever.’

      ‘Mother!’ I yell, hoping to deafen him. ‘Your husband’s on the phone!’

      I bang the receiver down on the hall table and go to the Long Room, throw myself onto the couch and begin flipping through TV channels. A few minutes later my mother returns and squats on the floor in front of the coffee table, where she’s bringing the family photo album up to date. The album is one of her ongoing projects. She started it when carrying me. Several of the early pictures show her in maternity clothes with a bump. Always selective in her choice of pictures, she lays them out in chronological order, with dates, captions, the odd humorous or sarky comment. Wanting each page to look different from those immediately before and after it, she varies the shape and size of the prints as well as the layout, keeping scissors and a small guillotine handy for trimming.

      ‘Dad said you were a bit off,’ she says, sifting through the most recent prints.

      ‘Oh, did he?’

      ‘Wonders what he’s done.’

      ‘Really.’

      I pause my channel flip briefly at a music quiz, a documentary about Egyptian pyramids, and Johnny Depp as an opium-fuelled detective hunting Jack the Ripper.

      ‘Can’t you settle on just one?’ my mother asks.

      ‘There’s nothing I fancy.’

      ‘So turn it off.’

      I don’t turn it off right away, but when I do I toss the remote onto the couch and snatch a clementine from the fruit bowl. I go to the fire. Stand casting peel into it. Flames flare. The Westminster clock on the mantelpiece begins to chime.

      ‘Mim, have you seen my hand?’ my mother asks when the chimes are done.

      ‘Your hand? What’s the matter with it?’

      ‘Sol Hoth’s. The carving. It was in the River Room and now it isn’t.’

      ‘I took it up to my room.’

      Pause, before: ‘Any reason?’

      ‘It’s got a crack in it. Thought the central heating might be drying it out.’

      ‘There’s central heating in your room too.’

      I take a breath. ‘I’ll put it back if it’s such a big deal.’

      ‘It’s not a big deal. Keep it if you want. Which of these should I put in?’

      I push myself away from the fireplace and bend over the coffee table. The two pictures under consideration are from a batch taken just before Christmas of her and dad decked out for a fancy dress party: she as a female Santa, beard and all, him as Frankenstein’s monster, in big boots with a bolt through his neck. The only real difference between the two snaps is that in one of them my father stands hand on hip, pouting outrageously.

      ‘That one,’ I say, indicating the other. ‘He looks less of a prat.’

      Mum tilts her head. ‘What is it, Mim?’

      ‘What’s what?’

      ‘Is it the job thing?’

      ‘I haven’t got a job.’

      ‘That’s what I mean, being out of work.’

      ‘I don’t have a problem being out of work, but don’t worry, I’ll get something soon and contribute to the housekeeping.’

      ‘That’s not it and you know it,’ she says. ‘But... okay.’

      I spit a couple of pips into my palm and throw them at the fire. One misses and bounces out. I leave it where it falls.

      ‘I’m going to bed,’ I say.

      ‘At ten o’clock? You?’

      ‘Nothing to stay up for.’

      LENA

      ‘Nothing to stay up for,’ she says, and goes. I sit back. Something’s not right. I’ve felt it all day. Yesterday too. Something just out of reach or… something. Maybe Mim feels it too, can’t pin it down either.

      I return to the album and minutes pass, ticked off second upon second by the old mantel clock. But suddenly, a distant shriek, followed by a thud, and up I jump, fly the length of the room, out to the hall.

      ‘Miriam? What was that?’

      I’m already on the stairs when she appears on the landing in her underwear.

      ‘I tripped. Taking my jeans off. Fell over.’

      ‘Sounded like you were being attacked.’

      ‘Only by my jeans.’

      ‘Whew, don’t scare me like that!’

      I go back to the Long Room and the family album, heart thumping. I’m pathetic. The slightest little thing.

      MIRIAM

      I snatch my dressing gown from behind the door. ‘Now?’ I hiss. ‘Really? This time of night?’

      The toppling over while getting undressed bit wasn’t a lie. I’d just unzipped my jeans and extracted one leg, was stooping to untangle my other foot, when a sound made me turn, still in a half stoop, to find him there, scowling like he was going to attack me. Thus the shriek and crash.

      ‘I thought I’d stand more chance of you being here,’ he says.

      ‘Well, congratulations, you were right.’

      ‘You came to mine today. Why?’

      ‘I wanted to see if this thing works both ways.’

      ‘Clear up our shit, you mean. Fucking nerve!’

      ‘Keep your voice down.’

      ‘Fucking nerve,’ he says again, but more quietly. ‘How would you like it if someone went through your stuff while you were out?’

      ‘I didn’t go through your stuff.’

      ‘Bet you had a good look.’

      ‘I didn’t touch anything in your room. Couldn’t bear to, it’s a syph-pit. I’d be happy to go and mess up the rest again if you want, though.’

      ‘Too late for that. Julia thinks I did it.’

      ‘Julia?’

      ‘My aunt. Oh, wait, don’t tell me, your version’s still in Sheringham. She would be, wouldn’t she? Left in peace, you.’

      ‘Aunt? I don’t have an aunt.’

      ‘You don’t have an Aunt Julia?’

      ‘I don’t have an aunt anything. But… you have?’

      ‘I… yes.’

      He sounds surprised. As surprised as I am. And I thought I had it all worked out. The duplication thing anyway, if not how such things can be.

      ‘Was that her stuff in your guest room?’ I ask.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘I thought it was a mad person’s.’

      ‘You weren’t wrong.’

      He sits down on the bed. He’s no longer scowling. Looks sort of lost all of a sudden.

      I go to my chair. ‘Another difference then. Our variants are essentially the same, but there are these odd little things...’

      ‘Variants?’

      ‘Variations. Of reality. Look, the stuff I did. The tidying and all. I didn’t mean to cause you grief. Didn’t realize your mum wasn’t around any more, that’s all, and I felt...’

      I trail off. His scowl has returned.

      ‘Felt what? Sorry for me?’

      ‘No, it’s not that...’ But it is that, it’s precisely that, and at the risk of salting the wound, I say: ‘Do you still see her?’

      He suddenly looks as if he wants to rip my head off. ‘See her? My mother? What, in my dreams? What are you asking me?’

      I hold my hands up. ‘Nothing. Nothing. Forget I spoke. And sorry again for what I did. But as you’re here…?’

      ‘As I’m here?’

      ‘Let’s talk.’

      ‘We are talking.’

      ‘About us. All this. There’s so much more to find out.’

      He agrees, sullenly, but gradually relaxes, and we do talk, quietly. Quietly or not, I keep going to the door to listen because my mother isn’t generally given to stomping up the stairs and we might not hear her coming. If we do hear her he’ll have to make a pretty swift departure.

      One thing that is clear, as if I didn’t know already, is that he’s very cagey and defensive. Even so, the list of similarities in our lives continues to lengthen as the minutes tick by. There’s one subject that I hold back on for as long as I can, though. It’s obviously a touchy one for him, but I have to deal with it eventually as it’s been uppermost in my mind since it came to me.

      ‘Mothers,’ I say.

      He frowns. Waits.

      ‘A pregnant woman might give birth to either a girl or a boy, right?’

      ‘Yes. Of course. So?’

      ‘So, two Lena Raineys. At the same instant one has a girl, the other a boy. Might have been a girl each or a boy each, but it isn’t.’

      ‘So?’ he says again.

      ‘So what does that make us?’

      ‘You tell me.’

      ‘The same person.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘It makes us the same person. Give or take a gender.’

      He gapes at me.

      ‘That hasn’t occurred to you?’ I say. He continues to gape. ‘Clearly not. But moving on…’

      He doesn’t look capable of moving on, but I do anyway.

      ‘Question. Why, if there are two versions of everything, do you have an aunt and I don’t? If our families are identical, how come your mother has a sister and mine doesn’t?’

      CAL

      ‘How come your mother has a sister and mine doesn’t?’

      This was one he did know the answer to. An answer he had no intention of sharing. Julia had told him that she was only here today because her mother-to-be refused to go through with the abortion her future husband had arranged for her. Forty-something years ago, in what Miriam called her ‘variant’, that same young woman must have failed to stand up to him, with the result that there’d been no big sister for Miriam’s mother. No Julia in Miriam’s family. His aunt was even more of a one-off than he’d believed.

      LENA

      Sometimes when it’s quiet and I’m alone, drawing or reading, something in the air changes, as though someone has come in and almost spoken. I look up. There’s no one there, but I feel observed. It’s not an uncomfortable sensation, this is no haunting, though perhaps there’s a small cold shiver at first. Nothing moves. The room is as still as a sudden photograph.

      Once – I was in the bath at the time – I got this uncomfortable feeling that I was being observed somehow. Watched by someone just beyond the range of human vision, my vision anyway, and I said, ‘I don’t know who you are or what you want, but is this… interesting?’, and felt an instant withdrawal, as if I’d struck a nerve, or fuelled some guilt, returning me to a solitude which, to my surprise, felt a lot like loneliness.

      But here’s a thought. Maybe, when I look up, feeling this presence, someone in another room, drawing, reading, soaking in the bath, also looks up, feeling, just for a moment, that she – or he – is being watched.
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