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As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods.
They kill us for their sport.


– William Shakespeare






WE


Before


Out here on The Spit, where the sea reaches and erodes, sucks and pulls, We watch them come; We will watch them leave; here, where land has passed back and forth so many times no one knows where they are, not England, not Scotland, not Europe, not not Europe; easier just to call it The Spit as people here do; The Spit where there sits or sat a mill, busy at first grinding grains to fine and finer powder, until it became used less, then useless, falling into disrepair, the salt wind corroding into its deep stone walls, no longer a mill then but something else with exposed beams standing hard against the sun setting on this small stretch of land where time runs and ran both forwards and backwards until it too makes no sense at all; stripped of time, nationality and industry, The Spit turned and turns in on itself and so We watched the first day when the interlopers from the city came, lured by the clean air, that particular purity of light so good for photographs, beguiled by the prices; you can get so much for so little; it would have been the mummy who sat all of their long evenings scrolling through house sites when the daddy was at the other side of the sitting room with his headphones on or out running and not drinking as he’d taken to recently, until soon there would be nothing of what drew them to each other left to keep them together; a new home seemed like the best idea, a project! – he’d nodded along; she hadn’t been right, not since … friends agreed for the best; We watched the day they arrived to view the mill, the boy pointing excitedly into space as they walked around it; this could be my room; calm down, came the reply, the daddy deciding not to notice the ivy clinging to the walls or the potential problem of the bats in the outhouse; that evening, a scant mile west, the men in the village pub laughed; did you see her shoes, her legs, her cheekbones; did you see the child; not all there, I’d bet; some shuddered; wouldn’t much fancy buying a place like that; while in the corner teenagers who knew about the things that brushed past faces and lived in the shadows of the old mill stared at their feet and the curious girl took out her phone, looked at The Screen and saw the mummy’s enthusiastic location tagging and peered closer to get a better view of her and the child; after, at home under covers, she’d watched her again, scrolling back through time, finding not one child but two on The Screen; months later, as rain eased and webs formed on the hedges, the heat eclipsed The Spit; it’s so hot, it’s too hot; why won’t it just rain; the family returned with an entourage of mover’s vans, the daddy leaping out of the car first, the girl in the woods not far behind the house, raising binoculars to her eyes but not caring to focus on the daddy; he wasn’t the one who interested her; she was just bird watching after all, the family a distraction, the boy emerging next from the backseat, and finally the mummy, first one leg, then the other, the girl leaning so far forward in the wide branch of the tree she had to quickly steady herself; the daddy striding ahead into the house – she’d seen his type up close too often and was sure she’d meet him sooner than she would his wife; she knew how he’d speak; he’d use words like optimist and survivor, he’d talk about his work the way the ones who had work to talk about did; the rubber-floored corridors, the whitewashed walls and uniforms; he’d not talk about the sharp implements or how they made his heart beat just a little bit faster when he pushed them into someone’s flesh, that first weal of blood rising to the surface and how hard he had to fight the urge to put his finger in it and taste it, just the smallest bit; he’d leave that out but she would smell the desire for it on him the way she could smell snow in the air before it fell; she observed how he needed the mummy and the boy to orbit around him no matter how slowly they went; the boy ran into the newly reconstructed house with the mummy following, moving more slowly than she had for weeks, as if already the great relocation was dislocating her, causing her to unwind, caught in this time lapse until she was space incarnate, forgetting how she’d vowed to keep body and mind united, instead ordering plasterers, painters and kitchen fitters in the months before the move, proudly showing off the results on The Screen, as in her room the curious girl watched, taking care never to press the heart button while the mummy’s own heart became worn as it tried to grow itself a new skin, hoping to harden and calcify, her mind becoming a raw, hot wire-made thing with ends stripped and exposed, each sparking off the other, the daddy taking care not to see as the girl knew he would, choosing instead to believe in happy new beginnings, refusing to see the shape endings took while the mummy boxed herself up into simpler and simpler equations now she was a thing the daddy no longer needed to solve, and the boy, limpid and beautiful, moved away from them both just as the sister had, neither parent noticing.


None of them, neither the boy nor the curious girl, nor the mummy or the daddy, observed the things We saw as the webs strung between bushes became thicker; We felt it before anyone knew it, the deep sense that far out at sea something was wrong.






PART I


SIGNS AND WONDERS


And we shall play a game of chess,


Pressing lidless eyes and waiting for a knock upon the door.


– T.S. Eliot






1 | THE DOG


It is the reflection of a basic reality.


– Jean Baudrillard






WEDNESDAY






AVA


The day I first saw Anna, it rained; just like it did on the last day. The between days were days of pure white heat.


So much warmth was unnerving, Mum said.


I’d been in the woods and then I was out walking along the edges of the trees when suddenly, there she was, standing in her garden kicking a dog.


I didn’t want her to see me. I’d seen her before through The Screen, but seeing her there, real, in front of me, was different; it made me shy, almost. Her hair looked duller in the damp than it did on The Screen, but her compact body and her long legs were exactly how I expected them to look; her eyes too, when I got closer, were the same shade of green I’d seen staring out at me.


Usually, I am not shy. I am also not not shy. If shyness is a spectrum, I’m somewhere in the middle. Things most people care about, like body things, taking-your-clothes-off things, I am not shy about them. I call it fucking when other people call it love. When strangers sit next to me on buses, I can talk to them. Unless I don’t want to; then I put my hood up and my headphones on.


What I don’t like is people I know. I don’t like them talking to me or poking me or trying to feed me or thinking they can get to the bottom of me to examine the root cause of my behaviour. I was shy last year around the doctors when they tried to work out why I was getting smaller and smaller. It was simple enough to me but not to them. They had to complicate it like everyone always does. I didn’t know how to talk to them; instead, I sat on my hands. Stared at the white wall. I’m shy around food, which means I’m shy in cafés, restaurants, fast-food outlets, school dinner halls; I am also shy at break times, picnics, morning coffee, afternoon tea; all those times, they make me shy; they make me sick in ways the men in the woods do not.


I knew Anna with her prior experience of people like me would understand this. Maybe that’s why it all felt so pressing. Or maybe it was the heat that came later. Maybe I was just bored. It’s not like there was much to do on The Spit, other than watch.


I’d met my Wednesday 10 a.m. in the woods. I like him – he tips. I used to meet him at the tennis courts. It made me laugh thinking they were still called that when really no one’d played tennis there for years. Now, weeds broke the tarmac into long cracks, balled lumps of it up at the roots of dandelions and thistles. In the summer, Mum liked to watch old Wimbledon repeats on the TV and wipe her eyes and talk about strawberries and cream and Cliff Richard and what it meant to be British. That’s the thing everyone liked to talk about the most. Britishness. What it was, what it wasn’t. Who was, who wasn’t. No one quite knew what it meant anymore, in The After. Me, I didn’t care. So long as they paid well, tipped preferably.


After a while, Wednesday 10 a.m. decided the tennis courts didn’t suit him. He kept going soft every time. Said he felt like someone was watching. For some of them, the open space is a good thing, a keeps-them-hard thing; they like the thought of unseen eyes on them. This helps with the tips and the repeat custom, which is important in business.


While everyone else was moaning about the loss of industry and the lack of opportunity, there I was, doing what I could with what I had. I’m traditional that way. I thought of it as both my insurance policy and my craft. I’d seen the trouble people got themselves in here; there was no way that was happening to me. I was not going to become my mum.


Wednesday 10 a.m. felt safer in the woods – all that nature turns him on; the drawback is, it makes him cry. Afterwards, as he did his belt up, he’d begin to sob. Every single time. A surprising number of them do. They’d sob and they’d heave their shoulders up and down like they’d not cried since they were tiny. They’d ask their heavenly father for forgiveness and they’d say they’d never do it again. I’d nod and tell them of course they won’t. Most of the time I think I managed to sound like I believed them. I’d tell them everyone has their needs as I patted their giant baby-like backs and they’d snivel as they hauled at their zips. It worked, every time. After I’d calmed them down and they were nice and pliable I’d say, The same time next week? and they’d say, Yes, and the following week we’d go through the whole fucking pantomime again.


Before he did his belt up, I’d been facing away from him, pressed up hard against a wide old tree. I’d wrapped my arms around the trunk, the texture of the deep grooves in the bark making me feel safer. The rain had made the bark damp and he’d had me against the trunk for so long that the soft wood had worked its way into me, tiny slivers splintering themselves into my thighs. Later, at home, I pulled out each one carefully; some were easier than others. Some were badly swollen. When I pressed, I could see the pus building under the skin. The pressure it created made those easier to remove. All I had to do was press harder and the splinter almost flew out, pus and blood following. They smarted but didn’t hurt too much. I put those ones in a zip-lock bag I marked ‘easy’ before writing the date on it. The more difficult ones were the ones that had gone deeper. Sometimes I thought my body wanted to hold onto them, a type of souvenir. With the deeper ones there was no pus, very little pain. I’m good with pain; it takes a lot for me to feel things. Those ones I cut out, making small incisions with the pocketknife I kept next to my bed for emergencies. I am handy that way; it pays to be prepared. I put those in a bag marked ‘harder’. Sometimes, just to feel it more, I’d go a little deeper than I needed to, wiping the blood away as I went. I didn’t want to make a mess on the sheets. Soon the cuts I’d made would scab over perfectly.


That morning, I pulled up my jeans as he buckled his belt. Tucked my top in. Put on my yellow raincoat.


He did his crying thing. I mothered him. He gave me double what he usually did. I asked him if he was sure – I find it always pays to look grateful and a bit uncertain. He nodded. That’s the funny part: it doesn’t matter if there’s not money for electricity or bread or whatever; there’s always money for me. I’m special that way.


It was raining heavily by then. I could hear it on the leaves, but we weren’t getting too wet, deep in the woods as we were. I said, Same time next week? and he said, Yes, treasure, although I knew I wasn’t. Treasure’s something you find; you’re not supposed to pay for it. He went one way, towards the village, and I walked to where the woods thin out towards The Spit. Although it was raining the ground wasn’t all that wet, even out of the shelter of the trees; it was as if the rain evaporated by the time it landed. Already the heat was doing strange things.


I could see the sea beyond, still and grey. It was impossible to tell where the sky met the sea because the shades of both bled into each other. The red roof tiles they’d put on the mill cut sharp against it. I liked the contrast. Now Wednesday 10 a.m. wasn’t there to distract me, I started thinking about the Value Meter at home – something was wrong with the numbers. They were so low. I needed to talk to Mum about it. Ever since it had been installed our numbers had been pretty steady. Everyone in the village knew someone who’d suddenly had their Value plummet; when that happened, they’d be straight on the Deportation Bus, away to – we didn’t really know where. Nothing stayed steady for long, nothing felt stable anymore. I bet in the mill their Value Meter was. Still, the Deportations freed up houses for the migrants from the Sorting Centre, Mum said, or the ones they let stay at least. I tried not to think about it but the more I tried not to, the more it became the only thing I could think about.


I was standing at the edge of the trees when I saw Anna moving in the garden. I’d never seen her any of the times I’d happened to be walking past, but that morning, there she was. Because I didn’t expect to see her and because I don’t like unexpected things, I thought of going back into the woods and walking the long way home. I could see she had her head down. I stood for a while, hoping she wouldn’t look up. When I saw she was fully absorbed in whatever it was she was doing, I realised this was my opportunity to see her up close. Not close exactly, but closer than she’d ever been on The Screen. Quietly, feeling slightly sick with anticipation, I moved towards her, a little bit closer just to try to see what she was doing, and as I got nearer, I could see she was kicking something over and over with her left leg.


I should have gone back to the safety of the woods before she saw me. But I thought it would be hard for her to see me through the rain. I have this thing where sometimes I think I’m invisible. This gets me into trouble with people I’ve met. I ignore them the second time, thinking they won’t be able to see me, but of course they can, then they think I’m stranger than I really am. Thinking I was invisible to her was the first mistake I made. I moved even closer to get a better view. My legs were shaking, my heart hammering. She was there in the garden; I was there in the damp and the strange rain. Then I saw what it was she was kicking.


There was a dog on the ground. A huge one with short black hair. It looked slick and shiny lying there, almost like an overgrown seal. Or a pig. It was shivering. It needed a blanket or a hug. It didn’t need kicking. It had foam coming out its mouth. So much that big frothy bubbles were collecting there on the flowerbed. I heard it whimper. It needed a vet or a priest. But Anna wasn’t interested in giving it what it needed; instead, she was booting it over and over and over and over in the stomach.


One time, when she kicked it, it raised its back leg like a crap defensive weapon, or like it wanted to be tickled, but maybe it was only a reflex because after that its leg flopped back down. When it stopped whimpering, I started to worry it was dead.


Standing there, I realised that by being out in the open I was in a vulnerable situation. I was trapped. If I moved back into the trees, she might see me; if I moved forward, she would see me. That’s why I stood still. I think I thought if I stayed still for long enough, she might not realise I was there. She was so fixated on kicking the dog; sometimes when people are focused on something, they don’t see you coming or going.


When she looked up, I was fucked.


She looked up and her face went pale because she knew I’d seen her kicking the poor dead or dying dog on the wet grass, but still, after about two seconds, she raised her hand and waved at me. That was the first time she surprised me; I should have turned and run.


She shouted to me; the rain sucked the sound out of her words.


I didn’t know what to do. It was obvious she’d seen me. I waited another two seconds before I raised my hand. Because I still didn’t know what to do, I waved. What’s wrong with you? I was shouting to myself in my head. What the fuck are you doing? I was screaming inside. But still I stayed there, waving at her when there was still time to turn and run; I was smiling at her and walking towards her; there she was waving and smiling back at me, almost as if she knew me.


That’s how it began, in the rain, with a dog being kicked; that’s how it would end too, in the rain, but without the dog.






ANNA


I was in the garden when she came back. It was as normal a Wednesday as any day had been since she’d left, and then I looked up and there she was, standing there, stock still, watching me. I blinked to make her go away. Usually it worked, but when I opened my eyes she was still there; I rubbed them, took my hands away; she was still there. It was clear she was a flesh-and-blood-made fact, there, returned to me.


She was just beyond the fence, out of the shadow of the treeline. It was her coat I noticed first: the yellow one I’d bought her. She’d laughed at it, refused to wear it because it made her look like a kid. I didn’t know we still had it.


Something grabbed my throat. I wanted to shout her name, but my voice was stuck. I felt my heart accelerate; for so long I had worried it had stopped and now under my skin it would not stay still as it hammered to escape; would she hear it, from so far over there?


I stopped what I was doing. She had come back for me. Time stretched. I might have been staring at her for seconds; it could have been hours; I had no way of knowing, not with the rain blurring things, with the heat rising from the ground, the air thick and full of the stench of lavender. I’d told Leo I’d made a mistake buying those shrubs in the first place, begged him to take them out, but he’d refused. It’s nature, he’d said, we can’t interfere, seeming to forget that we’d put them there in the first place. The smell caught, cloyed, thickened at the back of my throat as she raised her hand and waved.


Tamely, I gestured slowly back at her. Was this how we were doing things now, waving to each other through the rain? It seemed strange, but some things there can be no protocols for.


As she came closer, the rain cleared. She brushed her hair away from her eyes in a way I’d never seen her do before. Maybe she’d learnt it when she was away. Children have a knack of always astonishing you. Some mornings they wake and suddenly seem to be in possession of a new part of themselves. How was I to know what a year away would have done to her?


I could see the light between her legs. They weren’t as thin as they used to be. This was a good sign. I’d said to Leo she just needed time to get better, and now I knew I was right. Her hair looked lighter. I saw she’d dyed it, the diffuse sunlight catching different streaks of blonde. I couldn’t say I liked it exactly. Hopefully it would fade. Still, it was enough that she was there, walking towards me. Then she smiled, and her smile was all wrong. What had happened to her? It didn’t travel up to the edges of her eyes as it used to; it hardly seemed to be a smile at all but a tentative grimace.


As the light cleared, I saw it had played tricks on me as always, this strange, pure country light, bouncing off the changeling’s yellow coat. I wanted to slap her. I wanted to bite her. I wanted to hurt her, tear her yellow hair out maybe, but instead I said, my voice breaking into the thickening air, You couldn’t possibly help me, could you? There appears to be something wrong with my dog.


As she trotted around to the side gate, I bit the insides of my mouth to stop from screaming. I pressed my palms hard against the lids of my eyes in the hope that they would start working again. It was not her in the way it never had been any of the times I’d seen her since. I heard her feet in the mud. I thought, it wouldn’t hurt, would it, just to pretend it was her? I could make believe just for an hour. For a morning I could pretend she was back. It wouldn’t be a terrible thing. It wouldn’t hurt anyone apart from me maybe, after she left.


Therapy, I could call it. I could tell Leo I was working on getting well, and he would be so very pleased to hear that, finally, I was doing something about my condition.






AVA


It was only as I got closer that I realised she moved like a puppet. I’m good with people. Well, maybe not good with them, but I’m good at watching them, at seeing how what’s happening inside shows itself on the outside.


She was a paper doll with crocodile clips at the joints, the same as the ones we used to make in nursery. She looked like she was pretending to be real. I knew it was important to act like I was taken in by her, so I behaved like I always do: normally.


When she said, You couldn’t possibly help me with my dog, could you? her cut-glass vowels and long consonants told me what I already knew – she wasn’t from here but somewhere better. People round here mumbled, rolled their words into each other, left out letters, as if we were ashamed of the fact that we could speak at all. She was used to being listened to; it showed in her voice.


I didn’t know what to do. I’d tried to act like a statue, but it hadn’t worked. There I was, in even more danger, with her talking to me and asking me for help. Or maybe she was the one in danger; after all, I am not the right person to ask for any kind of help.


Although I felt sorry for her dog, I didn’t want to do anything for it. I don’t like dogs. They expect too much of you. The rain kept falling and I kept standing there; we were all getting wet until the three of us were so wet that we couldn’t really get much wetter. Something really did need to be done about the dog. That’s why I said, Yes. I smiled and I said, Of course I can, even though that wasn’t what I was thinking. The gate’s over there, she said, gesturing to the side of the house. I made sure to look surprised as if she’d told me something I didn’t already know.


I went round the side of the house and opened the gate and walked up to her. She held out her hand to me when I got to her, all long and stiff, and I took it and shook it and it felt weird to touch her clammy skin there in the rain, like we were doing some sort of a deal or something. She didn’t squeeze mine back like I did hers.


I’m Anna, she said, and again I acted like it was new information; Ava, I said, and she looked at me like she was trying to see through me and then, like she was dreaming, she said, Oh, so you’re just like me, the same backwards as forwards.






ANNA


When she told me her name, it was a struggle to keep my face passive. After that, when I looked at her, I couldn’t meet her eyes; instead, I focused on the middle distance, just over her shoulder. I knew she wouldn’t realise I wasn’t looking directly at her. How she could look so much like her and be in possession of a name so similar, I didn’t know.


We need something to wrap the dog in, I said. I need to take it to the vet, and I don’t want the car getting muddy. It’s new, you see.


I liked the sound of we as I said it; the implication that there was a shared thing between us. If there was a task for her, I could legitimately keep her here a bit longer. That’s why I said what I did.


The car or the dog? Ava asked. I think she was joking. I laughed, wiping rain and sweat from my forehead, by then my heart was doing a feather dance in my chest, leaping wildly but softly too. The car, I said. We’ve had the dog for just over a year. She’s lovely, Ava said, so shiny. It’s his food, he gets a special blend, I said, emphasising the pronoun twice. Although, it might be the rain. Can you help me carry the plastic? It’s in the outhouse.


We walked over to the outhouse with neither of us saying anything to the other as our feet churned up the lawn Leo had insisted we had laid only a few months ago.






AVA and ANNA


We collected a plastic sheet from the outhouse. It was dark in there, the light battling to come in through small, glassless windows as dust danced in the air.


We’d both been in there before, at different times, for different reasons. The rusted hinges made the door seem heavier than it was. From the outside we pushed, losing traction every time our feet slipped on the mud. It would have been easier to stop but there was nothing else suitable to wrap the dog in.


Finally, the door gave, showering us with dry, peeling paint. It opened easily enough after it was dislodged, squealing as it moved across the moss-eaten flagstone floor.


In the gloom things swooped and brushed against our faces. We didn’t dare put up our hands to discover what.


Our skin turned to goosebumps as we found the plastic sheeting. Then more and more things against our cheeks. Bats, one of us said; webs, said the other.


Together we lifted the plastic sheeting. The damp had hardened it, crumpled as it was; it slipped from our hands as we tried to navigate the darkness and the swooping, clinging, invisible things. We were both relieved when we were outside again, and we each heard the other let out air from our mouths and we smiled. This was the first thing we were complicit in.






AVA


The sheeting was too heavy for me. I could feel my muscles straining under it. But Anna was strong.


She told me to put my side down, so I did. I dropped it in the wet grass, sending showers of water into the air, making my jeans wetter than they already were. It slid and then stopped.


Anna bent down carefully, placing her end silently on the grass. It stayed where she put it.


I peeled back my end and tried to pull it from itself, but it didn’t want to come. It took both of us to pull it apart. I held onto the bulk of the plastic as she wrestled parts of it free. I could only see one of the dog’s eyes. It lay on its side, half on the grass, half in the flowerbed. I thought it was watching us, but maybe it was just staring at the sky – it was hard to tell. Its side went up and down, slowly, slowly, quickly, quickly. Too quickly, I thought. I didn’t know much about dogs, just that they shouldn’t breathe like that and if they were, they shouldn’t be taking a kicking.


I could see flowers sticking out from under the dog’s body, like it had fallen on them and crushed them. Was Anna particularly attached to those ones? Is that why she was kicking it? I wanted to ask but I couldn’t. I could smell something like the smell of the stuff Mum used to clean the bathroom. I wanted to ask what it was, but I didn’t want to look stupid in front of Anna. I couldn’t tell her I didn’t know the names of plants or trees, that I’d lived here forever but knew nothing about things that grew on land. I preferred the sea, knew so much more about it than almost anything else.


The unspoken hung between us. She must have known I’d seen her kicking the dog, and I knew she knew I knew, so we were both in as bad a situation as each other. Only, I hadn’t been kicking the dog; there was that at least.


Her hair was plastered to the side of her face; she kept wiping strands of it away. I could see small creases at the sides of her eyes. She was older than she let herself look.


What’s he called? I said. She kept unfolding the plastic, trying to make it lie flat before she looked up. Pongo, she said. I wanted to laugh, but I didn’t; instead, I nodded. We used to have Perdita too, before … she said, and then she trailed off and was looking through me again. I rubbed my arms. My raincoat wasn’t lined, my sweat from all the effort was stuck inside it, cooling into colder and colder balls, making tiny rivers run between the hairs on my skin. I shivered but tried to stop so she wouldn’t see. From the film, you know, she said, and I nodded again like I knew what she was talking about.


Finally, there was enough plastic exposed on the grass to lift the dog onto it.


You take his rear end, she said, like bottom was a dirty word. I’ll take the head. The flowerbed squelched under my trainers. I’ll need new ones after this, I thought. I navigated the dog shit, half concealed in the mud. I stood at my appointed end of the dog but didn’t know what to do next. Its legs were so thin I worried I’d snap them if I grabbed too hard. I patted his flank, his hair wet under my hand. He felt warm, maybe too warm. On the count of three, she said, then she counted really quickly without actually telling me what I was to do by the time she got to three. She crouched, lifted the top of the dog’s head just by his shoul ders, his long neck resting on her chest bending up towards her own long neck, bent down towards his. I didn’t keep my end of the bargain, I just sort of sat at the arse end of the dog, trying to work out what I was meant to do with it. I thought maybe we needed an air ambulance, something with a winch, but I didn’t say that. They don’t have ambulances for dogs, do they? Instead, I said, suddenly inspired, Do you have a sheet?


She took a while to look up. I didn’t expect her to be as slow as she was. These are things that are hard to tell from photos and from screens. You don’t get a handle on people’s velocity, their natural speech patterns, or the way they really move. When she did look up, she stared over my shoulder again. I realised she was always trying to look through me or past me, like she was hoping to see something else. I wanted her to look at me.


A sheet? What sort of sheet? she said. Any, I said. Just so we could wrap him in it, maybe pull him onto the plastic? Just an idea.


Of course, yes, good plan, she said, nodding towards the house. The door’s open.


You want me to go? I said, pointing to my chest; she nodded: I think it’s best if I stay with him, she said. The linen cupboard is the first door to the left at the top of the stairs.


As I walked across the lawn to the front door, I didn’t look behind me to check if she was watching me go. I didn’t need to because I had the same hot feeling I used to get when the sixth formers watched me walking across the hall at school. That meant her eyes were fixed steadily on my back. I walked slowly, as if unsure where I was going. When I opened the door to the house the first thing I smelt was coffee, the second laundry powder, the third the real smell of the place, a stale, festering, leftover smell all the lilies, candles, banana loaves and sourdoughs couldn’t hide; all the things she liked to photograph and carefully exhibit couldn’t make it feel or smell any different to how it had. Some things, you can’t hide for long.


I already knew what the hall looked like. She was proud of it, always bragging about it on The Screen. Grey flagstones with just the right amount of polish, a large jute rug on the floor, fixed by a non-slip liner underneath, just to keep it in the right place, always. This was a house things behaved well in. The walls were the same colour everyone has. Up the stairs a runner edged with a cream border crawled. Anna pays attention to details, Mum doesn’t. But then Anna doesn’t work, not really.


I looked to see if their Value Meter was at the side of their door like ours was. The ones in the village had all been installed at the same time; we didn’t get a choice where they were put; it was easy for visitors to check your numbers as they arrived, if they wanted to. Of course, theirs wasn’t there. It would be somewhere discreet where people couldn’t see it.


The house was cold, like damp was seeping out of the walls.


I ran up the stairs making as much noise as possible to scare away anything that might be in the house. There was a feeling about it I didn’t like. A feeling that didn’t transfer through The Screen.


I’d been there when it was still a mill. I used to take Thursday 3 p.m. there, and Saturday 7, 8 and 9 p.m.s. They said they liked the dark. They didn’t mind the feel of the place; I did, so I charged a premium. I was never as good at those appointments as I usually was; it felt like something was watching, and not in the way anyone would want. I thought it would feel different now the walls had been stripped, damp-proofed and plastered, but feelings work themselves into stones and stay there, I guess, because it felt just the same. Anna had moved their stuff in and made it all beautiful, but it was really just as hollow as it had been when the walls stood like bones after the wind whipped the tiles away, hurling them down on the village green. They were the first thing I ever collected, the old roof tiles from the mill. I still have them in their labelled bags in my room. I thought maybe I’d bring them to show Anna one day. We could sit in her brand-new kitchen at the kitchen island and drink tea, I’d lay them out in front of her, and she would be fascinated, and use words like fate, and then we’d laugh about it.
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