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Eva, Valden Town, Norway


I’m in the passenger seat of a stranger’s truck, on the snowy road between the forest and town, when the fox appears on the path ahead, her breath rising in the dark night, the white of her fur merging with the snow. Feet planted, eyes fixed; I know her. Beside me, the driver is a hazy figure, as indistinct as the fox is clear, a static fuzz, blurring into the snowstorm that sprays vicious slants of ice against the windscreen. There’s a slow-motion quality about the way in which the vehicle moves along the road, and I’m wondering if I’m dreaming, when, with a distant shriek of tyres, we come to an abrupt halt and all but the fox disappears from the landscape. I lean in, pressing close to the windscreen, my gaze locked with that of the animal, some ancient communication connecting us in thought.


Just as I believe I might decode the creature’s meaning, I turn to look at the driver. He opens his mouth to speak, but the piercing night-scream of the Arctic fox fills my head, and the scene disappears to a cool white blank. Blank, just like the space inside my mind, the space where my memories are meant to live.


I wake in the middle of the night, empty. In the space where waking dreams usually linger, there is nothing, and in the darkness I dwell on this thought for long minutes, wondering how it is that I’ve never experienced the sensation before. Fleetingly, it is liberating; I feel almost nothing, aware only that I am Eva, that I am sixteen, that I live with my parents in a forest by a lake. In my mind’s eye I can picture the landscape beyond the shuttered windows of our red wooden lake house: the dense woodland to the front of us, a canopy of pine leading out to the water’s edge, indigo-deep in winter, sparkling crystal in the spring. To the rear are snow-cloaked mountains, dazzling white peaks rising up to the heavens, a panorama of waterfall and heather and rock. Other than these clear images, anchoring me to my bed, my mind is a peaceful blank.


But this serenity is short-lived, because in a breathtaking rush my body catches up with my thoughts and pain rips through me, sharp as a knife, causing me to gasp into the darkness as my fingers clutch at the bedsheets in shock.


The room is silent and cold, black as the grave, and I am gripped by the sudden and irrational thought that perhaps I am dead. Yes, we are used to the quiet, we live remotely – and yet, this silence is disturbing. There is no creak of heating pipes, no murmuring snore of Pappa on the other side of the wall, no regular tap-tap of the willow branch as it brushes my bedroom window in the night breeze. Something is wrong; something is very, very wrong.


Summoning up every effort to lift my arm from my side, I reach out for my bedside table. Slices of pain scream through me, from my ankles to the top of my head, slowing me down, confusing my movements. Where is my bedside lamp? My fingers fumble, not finding the switch where it should be, and I ease my legs from the bed. The surface beneath my feet is wooden. This is not my bedroom floor. I feel along the edges of the bedframe, not recognising the metal slats of its structure, the creak of its springs. Slowly, sluggish like my body, panic begins to creep through my mind; it connects with my heart rate and my blood begins to pump faster than I can stand. Fighting the swell of nausea, I rise, staggering across an empty space, my arms held out before me until my fingers make contact with the slatted surface of a wood-panelled wall. Where is this? Where are my parents?


Blindly, I feel my way along the contours of the wall, until at last I stumble down a single step and my palms connect with a door. Thank God! I breathe with relief, shards of agony punctuating my every movement. A way out! But when I curl my hand around the handle and turn it, the door remains shut. It’s locked from the outside.


I have no control over what happens next, because fear overcomes me, and there is only one thing I can do. I scream. And the scream goes on and on, taking on a life of its own, until at last a crack of light appears beneath the door, and rapid footsteps make their way up the stairs on the other side.


‘Eva?’ a voice says, a low whisper as she draws back the bolt. It’s Mamma. Oh, thank you, God, it’s Mamma. ‘Eva, darling, keep it down!’
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Eva


When I open my eyes, I know it is morning, because the snow-reflected light makes its way through the shutters, casting white bars across the attic wall. Mamma is exactly where she was when I drifted back to sleep last night, curled around me, my head nestled into the crook of her neck. I can smell the scent of her favourite perfume, am comforted by the familiarity of her body, the soft brush of her hair against my cheek. It is warm beneath the covers, but the air of the room is cool, my breath a white mist.


‘We’ll have to get you an extra heater up here,’ she says, alerting me that she’s awake. ‘I think the radiator must be on the blink. No wonder you woke up last night.’


I hold my breath as my mind leaps around, searching for explanations as to what’s going on. Beyond the window a fox screeches, its cry childlike as the sound drifts and trails away. ‘Why am I—’ I start to say, but Mamma pulls me closer, her warm hands covering my ears as she kisses the top of my head.


‘How are you feeling this morning?’ she asks, releasing me and slipping out of bed, tucking the covers around my shoulders. She crosses the room, flipping on the desk lamp as she goes, and places her hand on the radiator, holding it there for a second or two. She’s wearing a cream cable-knit sweater and flannel jogging pants, and her strawberry-blonde hair hangs down her back, fuzzy after a night’s sleep. She bends to fiddle with the dial.


I blink, captivated by her casual movements, and try to find the right words.


‘Why am I here, Mamma? Why am I in the attic?’


She turns to me and smiles, but I see sadness there and I know she’s working hard to hold it together. ‘We’ve talked about this, haven’t we, darling? Remember?’


‘Have we?’ I reply as I stare at her, terrified by the fact I have no idea what she is talking about. ‘I don’t – I don’t remember.’ And then I recall that blank impression I’d woken with last night, the sense that I’d been wiped clean, that my mind had been returned to factory settings … that I was completely and utterly empty.


‘Yes, we’ve been over it several times now – but you’re still struggling to retain information. It’s not uncommon after this kind of trauma, you know? You mustn’t be afraid – it’s temporary, we’re sure.’


‘Trauma?’ I ask, and I try to sit up, but a stabbing sensation pierces my ribs and I swallow a yelp. ‘What’s wrong with me?’ I push back the sheets, my hands shaking now.


Mamma comes to me and unfastens the last two buttons of my pyjama top, and that’s when I see it for the first time. A criss-crossing of scars which starts at my sternum and runs down past my ribcage, to disappear into my pyjama bottoms. I glimpse the damage, and turn my head away, wide-eyed, horrified at the sight of my own mutilated skin.


‘Oh, God – oh, no. Mamma? What is this? What happened to me?’ I push her hands away, panicked, tugging at the sheets and wanting to cover myself up. Wanting to make it all go away.


‘It looks fine,’ she murmurs. ‘The scars are tightening up a bit, that’s all. We must keep using that special cream, to keep the skin soft – it’ll help with the healing.’


I’m crying now, but I barely feel the tears, and when Mamma looks up my eyes seek out hers, silently pleading with her for some answers I can make sense of. This confusion feels like madness; I’m both inside and outside of myself, looking in and looking out.


Again, she sweeps me into her embrace, and, despite the physical pain it causes me, it’s where I want to be. ‘Please, Mamma,’ I cry into her shoulder. ‘Tell me.’


Before she is able to reply, we’re interrupted by the tread of footsteps on the wooden staircase beyond the door, and Pappa’s bearded face appears, smiling and bright. He’s already dressed for work, in his thick plaid shirt and cargo trousers. I find I can replay a scene, like frames from a movie I’ve watched a hundred times. In it, we’re in the kitchen, preparing supper, and it’s dark beyond the window, and warm inside. Pappa comes in through the back, kicking off his snow-dusted work boots before padding across the flagstones to kiss Mamma on the cheek. I look up from chopping onions and tell him he looks like a lumberjack; he says he only dresses like that to please Mamma; Mamma says she wouldn’t change a thing. It’s a love scene, I think now, and it makes me happy, except I have to leave it, because someone’s saying my name.


‘Eva?’ Mamma says, giving my shoulder a little shake, and I’m aware that she’s said it a few times now. ‘Pappa’s here.’


Slowly, my mind returns from the past to the present, to me sitting in this strange bed with my mother at my side, and my father standing in the low doorway, the desk lamp casting his shadow huge across the ceiling. His expression is – what? Expectant? Hopeful? It’s hard to tell.


‘Hello, sweetheart!’ he says, and for a moment I feel as though I’m looking at a stranger. ‘How are you doing this morning? You gave us quite a fright last night.’


I open my mouth to speak, but Mamma answers for me. ‘She’s feeling much better now, aren’t you, Eva? I think it must have been another bad dream – you know, you’ve been plagued by them since we got you home.’


‘Where’ve I been?’ I ask.


Pappa’s smile remains, fixed, and I sense the change in Mamma instantly, the shift from soft and yielding to crisp and business-like. This is a thing I do remember: the way Mamma operates on two different levels. There’s the gentle, funny, young-spirited Ingrid, the one who devotes her every spare moment to her husband and her only child, the one who dreams of off-grid living and world harmony, of a simple life. And then there’s professional Ingrid, the neurosurgeon, the no-nonsense team leader and all-round grown-up. This is the one who’s just materialised in the room, now brought into being, I suspect, by the expression on Pappa’s face. It’s only now that I recognise his smile is forced, tense.


‘Is everything alright, Tobias?’ Mamma asks.


Pappa looks over his shoulder, then back to Mamma. ‘Oh, yes,’ he replies, ‘fine. Except the chief just phoned to say he and Bern are on their way over.’


‘Now?’ Mamma stands and crosses the room, to open up the windows and fold back the shutters, filling the room with the bright reflection of a snow-covered landscape. ‘Couldn’t you put them off?’


Pappa picks up the empty water glass from my bedside table and leans in to kiss my hair. ‘He asked if Eva was up and about, and I told him no, but still he insisted. He says it’s been over a week now and he really needs to talk to her.’


‘What’s been over a week?’ I ask.


‘Since you came home from the hospital, sweetheart. Ingrid, he said he’ll be here by nine-thirty – he wants to interview Eva properly.’


‘She’s not going to be able to help them. She’s forgotten everything we told her,’ Mamma says, her voice flat.


‘Forgotten what?’ I cry out, slamming my hands against my forehead. A crashing pain floods my temple.


‘Whoa, careful!’ Mamma soothes, lifting my fringe to inspect my forehead. ‘This one’s still quite sore, darling.’ She sits again, takes my hands in hers, and in a matter-of-fact tone tells me, ‘You were involved in a car crash, Eva. You broke several bones and sustained some internal injuries and a serious head trauma.’


Is this how she is with her own patients? Calm, controlled, factual.


‘Have I got brain damage?’ I ask. The answer must be yes, because that would explain the blank spaces of my waking mind, the confusion and weakness I now feel.


‘Well – yes and no. Yes, in that your short-term memory is still affected, but no, in that we anticipate a full recovery. I see this sort of injury a lot in my line of work, darling – you’re going to be fine.’


I shake my head, wanting to believe her; not believing her.


Pappa approaches, squatting down to my level. ‘You’ve been home for a week, and we go over this with you most mornings,’ he says. ‘But honestly, Eva, every day you seem a little clearer. You’re definitely getting stronger.’


‘What about my birthday?’ I ask, knowing the answer before she even gives it. ‘My seventeenth?’


‘You missed it, I’m afraid, darling. You were still in intensive care at the end of February.’ Mamma releases my hands, checks her watch and fetches me a hairbrush.


‘What does Mac want?’ I say, unable to articulate much more, only knowing that the prospect of seeing anyone right now fills me with fear. Why would Chief Mac want to interview me? Hearing I’ve been in hospital is shock enough, but how can I have been in this attic room for a week and not even know about it? What the hell is going on around here? My mouth is dry, my pulse racing again.


‘We’d better get a move on,’ she tells Pappa, shooting an irritable glance in his direction, and before I know it he’s ushered out and it’s just the two of us again.


‘I don’t want to see Mac and Bern—’ I say, but she waves a hand through the air.


‘Look, Eva, I’m no happier about this than you are. Let’s get them out of the way. You’ll have to give a statement sooner or later.’


I nod, my eyes falling to the hairbrush in my hand. ‘I’m cold,’ I mutter, though it’s not what I mean to say. I mean to say, No, Mamma! I won’t see them! I won’t answer their questions – not until you tell me more! But I’m suddenly so tired, so worn out that right now I’ll go along with anything.


For a moment Mamma gazes at me, as though I’m a puzzle to decipher, before she strips off her sweater in one fluid movement and drops it in a warm pile on my lap, indicating for me to put it on. She stands beside my bed, hands on hips, the skin of her slender arms pale against her dark vest. ‘I would have put him off if I’d taken the call. But Mac’s got a job to do, I suppose. And he probably wants to see how you’re doing – to wish you well. Everyone’s been so worried, Eva.’


I’m looking at her as she says these things, and it strikes me that she’s talking to herself as much as she’s talking to me. ‘Why?’ I ask, though it’s barely a whisper.


‘Because you nearly died,’ she replies plainly, and the truth of it is like a slap. She bends to scoop up a few pieces of clothing from the floor. ‘I’ll bring you up a bit of breakfast before Mac arrives,’ she says, ‘so you can take your painkillers. And I’ll make sure he doesn’t stay too long, OK? I promise.’


‘Mamma?’ I call after her as she retreats towards the door.


She pauses, turning back to me. ‘Uh-huh?’


‘What will I say to him?’ I ask.


She looks at me blankly. ‘Well, the truth, of course! That’s all he wants to hear.’


The attic door shuts with a wooden rattle, followed by the hollow thud of the bolt sliding into place. The truth? God only knows I’d love to give it to him, but I have absolutely no idea what that is – or what I’m doing locked up here in my family’s attic. I raise the hairbrush to my head, noticing only now that my previously thick dark hair is several inches shorter, and uneven, as though cut by an amateur. I run the brush through it, obediently, the lump in my throat growing as I feel myself waking fully to the horror of my situation.


Am I a prisoner in my own home?




3


Eva


Still reeling from the shock of my botched hair when Mamma returns, I try to refuse breakfast, pushing aside a bowl of oats, only agreeing to a few bites of pastry so that I can line my stomach for the cocktail of drugs she counts out into my palm. It’s clear that I need painkillers, but there are six tablets here, and I’m not so groggy that I can’t work out that some of them must do something else.


‘Six?’ I ask, swallowing them one after another, desperate to relieve this pain.


‘You’ll be off them in no time,’ she says in reply.


‘But what are they?’


The question goes unanswered. There’s an impatient quality to Mamma’s movements as she busies about the room, plumping up my pillows, straightening the sheets. When I realise I’ll get no sense from her until the police have been and gone, I decide to drop the subject, and fall quiet too, silently listing questions to save till later, when I have her full attention.


Outside, the sound of tyres on gravel alerts us to Chief Mac’s arrival in his jeep, and Mamma crosses to the window, wiping it clear of condensation with the sleeve of her shirt, turning back to me with a decisive nod.


‘Ready?’ she asks.


I don’t reply.


‘I’ll tell Pappa to bring them up.’ To my shock, she leans over my headboard, and I hear the soft click of static as she fiddles with something back there and speaks. ‘Tobias? Eva’s ready when you are. You can bring Mac and Bern up now.’


‘What’s that—?’ I begin, but there’s no time to object, because within seconds Pappa’s here, with Chief Mac and his son Deputy Bern following close behind, sucking up the air in the room, making me feel like a freakish exhibit beneath their scrutiny.


Pappa places a stool beside my bed, and ushers the police officers in. I feel utterly exposed; ashamed. I detest this helpless feeling, and I can’t stand to think of others looking on me as an invalid.


‘Ah! Here’s our little hero!’ Mac says as he steps forward, stooping to avoid the sloping eaves. Bern follows behind.


Defensively, my hands fly to my head, pulling at what’s left of my hair as I try to disguise the mess of it. I’ve known Mac since I was a baby, and over the years he’s become a close friend of the family. He’s Lars and Rosa’s uncle, I remember that much. In fact, the everyday stuff, the larger elements of my life seem increasingly clear to me as the morning goes on. It’s just the recent bits I have no concept of.


‘Hero? ’ I reply. My voice is still hoarse with sleep. ‘Hardly.’


Bern raises his hand to give me a small wave, and I notice how grown-up he seems in his uniform, how confident. In a small town like ours, everyone knows everyone else, and Bern has always been there in the background, a few years older than me and his cousins, the sensible son who followed his pappa into the police force. I’d never taken much notice of him, but now I see how altered he is, his black hair a little longer around his ears, his sideburns fully formed. He looks like an advert for the perfect policeman: tall, strong, trustworthy.


‘Hey, Eva,’ he says, just as he would if he passed me in the street, and I feel grateful to him for treating me as though nothing has changed. ‘How’s the head?’


I widen my eyes, to let him know it’s a stupid question, and he stifles a smile and looks for somewhere to sit. Mamma and Pappa stand awkwardly, unsure how to arrange all these people in so small a space.


‘It’s good to see you back home where you belong,’ Mac says, glancing around the attic room with interest.


‘Eva still sleeps a lot,’ Pappa says, gesturing towards me in the bed. ‘It’s one of the symptoms of the head injury. It’s quieter up here – more peaceful than downstairs.’


Mac nods, his expression saying, yes, that all makes sense, and I wonder whether he noticed the bolt on the outside of my door.


My mother settles on the edge of my mattress and Pappa moves to the foot of the bed to stand with his back to the window. The desk beneath the eaves faces me, and Bern perches on the corner of it, notebook in hand, as Chief Mac takes another sweeping glance of the room before pulling out the desk chair, sitting with his elbows on his knees, so that we’re level. Four sets of eyes are on me, the girl in the bed.


‘So, Eva …’ Mac begins. His hair is as grey as Bern’s is black. ‘We were hoping to ask you a few questions, now you’re awake.’


Downstairs, in the main house, I hear a woman’s voice, singing ‘This Little Love of Mine’, and I look at my mother in surprise.


There’s a brief, silent exchange between my parents, before she says, ‘Oh, it’s just Nettie.’


‘Why is she here?’ I ask, wondering what our old housekeeper is doing here at this time of day. Maybe she’s come to pay me a visit? Part of me hopes so; I love old Nettie.


‘She—’ Chief Mac starts to say, but Mamma jumps in before he can continue, and he looks confused – and I’m completely perplexed by the weird atmosphere in the room, and by the strange expressions passing between them all.


‘She popped in for a cup of tea, sweetheart, asking after you. I told her we’d only be a few minutes.’


Mac clears his throat; Mamma nods pleasantly; Nettie continues to sing downstairs. Without a word, Pappa crosses the room and pulls the door shut with a soft click. The singing fades to a faint murmur.


‘So, Eva,’ Mac says again. ‘I expect your parents have filled in a few of the blanks for you?’


Mamma sits quite still at the end of my bed, her face impassive.


‘A few,’ I reply.


‘You know you’ve been in a road traffic accident?’


I nod.


‘And you know that the truck you were in was stolen?’


Now Mamma does react, and a pained expression crosses her features.


‘Stolen?’ I repeat. ‘Who was driving? Was anyone else hurt?’


‘We don’t think so,’ Mac replies, sitting upright, frowning. His focus shifts to Pappa, to Bern, then back to Mamma. ‘We traced the truck back to a pest control company in Valden, who’d reported it missing a week earlier, so whoever took it had probably been driving around in it since then. Forensics crawled all over it, and picked up a whole lot of fibres and prints, but nothing useful. With no firm suspects, and no print matches on our database, we’re a bit stumped.’


I stare at Mac, unable to answer, watching as the crease between his eyebrows deepens.


‘Ingrid, what exactly does Eva know?’ he asks.


She sighs. ‘We’ve told her just about everything we know, Mac, but she’s not retaining it.’


Mac nods in a way that suggests he understands the code.


‘We’ve had this every day for the past week,’ Mamma continues. ‘You’re going to have to tell her from the start.’


The way they’re talking over me is crushing. Am I so slow-witted, so damaged that I’ve really heard this all before? When Mac starts to talk, however, I somehow know that it’s true: the information seeps into me like an echo of the past. He reaches inside his jacket pocket and brings out a newspaper cutting, which he unfolds and passes to me. The headline reads, ‘Local girl escapes death: dangerous driver faces prosecution’. The photograph has been taken at night, and shows the image of a pickup truck, nose-deep in a snow bank, its front end entirely obscured. Surrounding the van are police cars, an ambulance and several people who appear to be emergency crew.


Mac reaches out and points at the front end of the truck.


‘When this picture was taken, you were still inside,’ he says. ‘It took more than two hours to cut you free. In those sub-zero conditions, and with the injuries you sustained, you’re lucky to be alive, you know?’


As I look up from the article, I have to fight the heat at the back of my eyes, and Bern meets my gaze. ‘You’re made of strong stuff,’ he says, and I can’t contain the tears any longer.


Pappa steps away from the window to sit between Mamma and me. ‘Can we speed this along a bit, Chief?’ he asks. ‘Eva’s exhausted.’


‘Sure thing, Tobias,’ Mac replies, and he opens his notebook and turns to a page of handwritten questions. ‘I’m just going to fire away, Eva, OK? If you don’t know or can’t remember, just say, and we’ll move on.’


I nod again, and Mamma rubs my foot through the fabric of my covers. There, there, she’s saying, let’s just get this over with.


‘Do you remember what you were doing in this truck, Eva?’


I shake my head. ‘No.’


‘You see here, it’s green, with a pest control logo on the side. Ring any bells?’


‘No.’


‘Do you know where you were before getting in the truck?’


‘How can I, when I don’t even remember being in it?’


‘You were with Rosa and Lars earlier in the evening. Why didn’t you leave when your friends did?’


‘Leave where?’


Mac and Bern exchange a glance.


‘Foxy Jack’s bar,’ Bern says. ‘It was Valentine’s night, and you’d been in the bar with Rosa and Lars. It was a busy night – well, busy by Foxy’s standards.’


An image comes to me. ‘Were there balloons?’ I ask. ‘Pink ones?’


Bern jots the detail down on his pad. ‘I can check.’


‘We’d been drinking,’ I say, avoiding eye-contact with Mamma.


‘That’s right,’ Mac says. ‘That’s certainly what your blood results said when you arrived in the emergency room. Anything else?’


I concentrate hard, only seeing those pink balloons and sensing the sickish swell of alcohol in my system. I can visualise a ring of moisture on a dark-stained wooden counter, feel the chill of a beer bottle held in my hand.


‘Had you arranged to meet someone at the bar, perhaps? Someone other than Rosa or Lars? Maybe someone you’d spoken to on social media? On Facebook, or something like that?’


‘Oh, no,’ Mamma interrupts before I can speak. ‘You know we don’t use any of those things, Mac. We don’t even have wifi out here.’


‘Really?’ Bern says, disbelief in his voice. ‘I’m sure you could get it installed if you looked into it. Most of the town is connected now.’


‘It’s not that we can’t,’ Pappa says. ‘We choose not to. Eva doesn’t even have a mobile phone.’


Now Bern really does look surprised.


‘It’s a lifestyle choice,’ Mamma says, and I feel my skin turning pink as I realise what a hippy she sounds when she says this out loud.


‘So, you don’t have any social media accounts, Eva?’ Mac continues. ‘What about an email address? You must be able to access emails at school.’


‘Well, yes,’ I say, ‘but I don’t bother with Facebook and all that. My friends all have it, but I can’t see the point. Rosa and Lars only live a few minutes away. If I want to talk to them, I can just walk through the woods and knock on their door. I don’t need social media to do that.’ I sound like Mamma, I realise, and I wonder if these are her words I’m using.


‘Rosa and Lars do use social media, though, don’t they?’ Mac says, speaking of his niece and nephew, addressing the comment to Bern. ‘I suppose I just assumed everyone of your generation does.’


‘How are they?’ I ask with a pang of loss, feeling as though I haven’t seen my best friends for months, or years. ‘Can I see them? Maybe they remember something from that night? Maybe they saw who I got in the truck with?’


‘No, they left the bar before you, apparently.’


Is it my imagination, or did Mamma just tut? Something’s not adding up. I may not be able to remember anything from that evening, but one thing I do know is that my friends would never leave me in the bar to get home alone. Never.


I see another of those secret looks pass between Mamma and Pappa and a voice screams at the back of my head. Don’t trust them! it says. They’re keeping things from you!


‘Did you know my parents are keeping me locked in here?’ I blurt out, with no thought at all. I point towards the doorway, and my arm shakes with the fear I feel. ‘There’s a bolt on the outside of that door!’


My parents look apologetic, and to my shock Mac smiles kindly and nods.


‘Oh, course – Tobias told us you’ve been sleepwalking, Eva. Your mamma found you out by the lake the night before last. You could have drowned, or frozen to death out there in these temperatures.’


Sleepwalking? I don’t even know how to answer this. I’ve never sleepwalked in my life. And if that’s the reason, why keep me up here – why not put a bolt on the outside of my regular bedroom door instead? ‘Mamma?’ I say, and the word emerges slurred, and all I want to do is close my eyes. ‘Mamma?’ I try a second time.


‘I think you need some sleep, darling, she says, squeezing my foot again, to shut me up. ‘Mac?’


Mac looks over at Bern, who snaps his notebook shut, showing no signs of surprise at what I’ve just said. Oh, God, are they all in on it? What is this?


‘Right, Deputy!’ Mac says to him, ‘I think we ought to leave these good folk in peace, don’t you?’


As Mamma and Pappa follow Chief Mac down the stairs, Bern hangs back a second, looking as though he has something he wants to say.


‘I’ll pop back in a day or two, Eva,’ he says. ‘See if you remember anything else?’ He slides a contact card on to my bedside table and taps it once with the pad of his finger. ‘Here’s my number, just in case.’


And what am I supposed to call him on? There’s no phone up here, no way for me to contact the outside world. I’m so wiped, it takes all my effort to form the words I want to speak.


‘Bern, I don’t understand– the article said the driver is being prosecuted. Who was it?’


Bern stares at me for a second, confused. ‘Oh, no,’ he says, picking up the newspaper cutting Mac has left at the foot of my bed. ‘It says he faces prosecution.’


There’s a pause, while he waits for me to respond, but I find I can’t. I can barely hold my eyelids open.


‘He’s still on the loose. He faces prosecution if we catch him. When we catch him, that is,’ he says. ‘And we will catch him, Eva. We’ve got reason to believe he’s still in the area, so it’s just a matter of time.’


I can sense Bern waiting for me to reply, and when I don’t even open my eyes I feel the weight of his hand on my shoulder, a brief gesture of reassurance before it lifts and disappears. ‘Don’t hesitate to call us if you’re worried,’ he says, and then there’s the sound of the door closing softly behind him.


Bern’s words linger as my mind and body slide deep into sleep. Is that the real reason they’ve got me locked up here? Because there’s someone out there who means me harm? He’s still on the loose.
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Eva


Through the murky waters of sleep, I am starting to wonder what it is that Mamma and Pappa are feeding me, what it is that tethers me to my nightmares, so tightly entwined with the threads of memories that float around the edges of everything I do and think. Tonight, I know I am deep in sleep, or nearing it, and despite my instinctive resistance there’s something comforting about medicated slumber, the soft, dense fullness of it. As I sink, slowly, like a pebble through treacle, I return, as I do now each night, to the scene of the accident. I don’t know if I have any real memories of it, and so this version is a mirror of the one I saw in that newspaper cutting, the image of which I’ve returned to so often that it has almost become my own. In my sleeping version, I’m like some astral projector, an observer, always separate from and invisible to the real people on the ground, to the police officers and paramedics at work trying to cut me free. From my high vantage point, I can clearly see my captor’s truck, its green bonnet buried deep in the snowy bank; I see Chief Mac in his hooded police overcoat; the flashing lights of the patrol cars and the ambulance lighting up the figures who stand around, measuring footprints and tyre marks and speaking into their mobile phones as they scale up the manhunt. There are some regulars from Foxy Jack’s bar there too, standing around, observing the unfolding scene: there’s Foxy, wearing his grubby bar apron, hands on hips as though he owns the road, and Creepy Gurt, leering and stupid, knitted hat pulled down over his eyebrows, muttering to Mad Eric – all of them with Valentine roses behind their ears like flamenco dancers. None of them speaks, they just stand about, casually watching, beer jugs still in hand. I scan the landscape all around, casting my gaze across the snowbound fields and roads, looking for Rosa and Lars, for some evidence that they are near. But they’re entirely absent from the scene, all trace of them gone. As I draw closer, the figures fade into the background and it feels as though the cogs of time are moving in reverse, because the astral me – the undamaged, all-seeing me – is tugged violently back towards the passenger seat, snapped back into the broken carcass of my body. Through sleep, I gasp at the pain of it, and I know the hurt is everywhere; but then it fades, and the car is moving along the dark road out of town and I’m turning towards the driver just as he’s about to open his mouth to speak. It’s pitch black inside the truck and out, but when he looks at me there are his amber eyes, so deep and clear. Every time I dream this, the eyes change, but always I know those eyes, until I focus hard on them, and under the light of my concentration they are gone, far from reach. When the eyes have disappeared, though, there’s still the voice and those words which are meaningless, and yet so weighted with meaning.


‘Eva,’ the voice says urgently, as we hurtle along that white-out road in the nightmare darkness. ‘Eva, do you trust me?’


In the gloom of the attic room, Pappa quietly places my breakfast tray on the desk beneath the eaves. He turns the dial of the dimmer switch, so we’re bathed in a soft vanilla light, and approaches the bed, looking down at me, his arms hanging at his sides.


‘Oh, good, you’re awake.’


I want to speak but the words won’t come, only tears, which stream from my eyes and dampen my pillow. I tell myself to make them stop, but they keep coming, heavy and hot, running down my sharp cheekbones like little traitors. My body, sluggish with pain, just won’t do what it’s told.


‘Come now, sweetheart,’ Pappa says, reaching for a tissue and dabbing at my face. And then I notice a tear running the length of his face, disappearing into the thicket of his dark beard, and it’s no use, I can’t turn off the taps. ‘Don’t cry, Eva,’ he says, ‘please don’t cry.’


I turn away from him and fix my attention on the wooden slats that conceal the outside view. Light motes move listlessly against the hinted daylight, disturbed by Pappa’s presence, and I imagine my fist puncturing a hole in the shutters, splintering them wide. My skin would be unbroken, and I would soar through that window like a bird. There’s a long pause, while Pappa stands at my bedside in his sunbleached gardening clothes, an oversized child trying to decide what to do next. The bruising around his right eye has faded to a yellowy-brown now, and I won’t ask about it, because he’ll only tell me again that he bashed it on the kitchen cupboard, when I know it appeared right after I heard him shouting a few nights ago, at the front of the house, way down below my window. There’d been the sound of heavy feet kicking up the gravel – like two people wrestling – and then my mother’s screech of fear before the silence of the forest was reclaimed. If it hadn’t been for my medication dragging me down I would have been scared out of my mind. By the next morning, I’d wondered if it was only a dream, until Pappa appeared with a livid swelling beneath his eye.


I should say something to him – thank him for my breakfast, anything – but I don’t want to. I can tell he’s hurting inside, but, right now, silence is the only power I wield.


‘Eva, you have to try to eat something,’ he says, making a show of checking the medical chart on my bedside table. He pulls the thermometer from its hygiene sleeve and asks me to open wide. Why isn’t he at work? He should be out in his gardener’s van, keeping his business running, not here nursing me.


There’s a beaker of water on my bedside cabinet, tepid and untouched from the night before. Without thinking, I let my hand shoot out, knocking the water across the floorboards, soaking my father’s slippered feet.


‘I’m a prisoner,’ I hiss. ‘You’re keeping me prisoner up here.’


‘Oh, Eva,’ he says, rushing to mop it up with a napkin from the tray. ‘We’ve been through this.’ Clearly trying to ignore my defiance, he crosses the room to open the shutters, and white light floods the room. ‘The doctors say you’re to have complete bed rest. You’ve only been home a fortnight! For now, you’re to do nothing more than sleep and recover. Your mother’s an expert in this, you know? People travel from miles around to be treated by her – she’s the best in her field. If your mamma says you’re to rest, you should listen.’


I narrow my eyes at him, despising the sense of what he says. ‘I get that,’ I tell him. ‘But why here? Why in this room, with a lock on the door?’


‘Sweetheart, you know about the sleepwalking – we have to keep it locked until we’re sure you’re past all that. And anyway, if you come downstairs, you’ll only try to get up and about before you’re ready. Mamma doesn’t want you to exert yourself. You know what you’re like, Eva, you can’t sit still for five minutes!’ He says this as if it’s a joke.


I clamp my mouth shut, shrugging his fingers off me as he feels around the glands in my neck. When it’s clear he’s not going to give up, I let my lower lip drop just enough for him to pop the thermometer in and, with my eyes resolutely averted, I wait as he counts off the seconds before removing it again, checking it, and returning it to the steriliser cup. Blocking him out, I gaze at the poster that has appeared overnight from my old bedroom, stuck neatly to the sloping eaves overhead. As a child, I was obsessed with the Arctic fox, having only ever seen one behind glass in Kristiansand Zoo, where we bought this poster, a now sunlight-faded montage of northern animals and birds, from eagles to elks, from mayflies to moose, all circling around a central image of the amber-eyed fox, my favourite of them all. I have no memory of them putting it up and can only assume they brought it last night as I slept, along with the CD player I now notice plugged in beside a pile of my favourite albums.


‘Good, good,’ Pappa murmurs, making notes, patronising me with an everything’s-going-to-be-OK smile as he lifts his pen from the page. ‘We’ll have you up and about in no time.’


‘I can barely lift my legs,’ I spit in response, unable to remain silent a moment longer. I attempt to drag myself into a sitting position, feeling the scars tugging tightly at my legs and abdomen, along the length of one weak arm.


Pappa perches on the edge of the mattress, taking my hand in his, squeezing it tightly so I can’t extract it, and I hate him for his caring demeanour, his gentle bedside manner. He stares at me a long while, his eyes soft, and I notice for the first time a streak of white running through the left-hand side of his dense black beard. When did that happen? Before, there were just a few white hairs, and now this, a solid stripe, like a brushstroke. He must notice me looking, because his fingers go to it, almost protectively, and he looks away.


‘When can I come back downstairs?’ I whisper. ‘Pappa? I don’t understand why I have to be kept locked away like this!’ My voice is rising now, and my father takes my other hand in his, to steady me again, to make me focus. ‘It’s more than just the sleepwalking, isn’t it? Are you scared that the driver is coming back for me? He’ll have seen the papers, Pappa – he wouldn’t risk coming back. Mac and Bern would arrest him in a second! He’s gone.’


‘Eva,’ Pappa says, firmer now. ‘We don’t know that he’s gone. Until the police work out who it was driving that night – until they’ve put him away – we can’t be sure of anything. Listen, I didn’t want to tell you this but only last week your mamma saw someone out in the woods after dark, and then—’ He trails off, his hand betraying his thoughts as it drifts to his bruise.


‘He was here?’ I ask, my empty stomach lurching at the idea I could be in danger.


Pappa shakes his head, and I can see he regrets saying it. ‘We’ve no idea if it was the driver. It could just be a coincidence – a vagrant passing through, maybe – but yes, I confronted a man on our property, and, well, I tried to stop him and he caught me off-guard.’


I have no answer for this; I’m too alarmed at the thought of this stranger on our land, out here in the middle of the woods. We have no direct neighbours, no one to hear our screams or cries for help. Mamma and Pappa have mobile phones, but I don’t, stuck up here, locked away.


‘What if he gets into the house?’


‘He won’t. This room is just a precaution. You think I want you up here? You think your mamma does? Everything we’re doing is for your safety. We’ve no idea if the driver was just some lowlife who offered you a lift – an opportunist, if you like – or whether he targeted you. Until Chief Mac catches up with him, we have to be vigilant.’


‘What if he does get in here? How would you even know?’


‘He won’t! That’s why we rigged up the monitor – to reassure you that you’re not alone, Eva. If you’re worried about anything, for even a second, you shout and we’ll hear you downstairs.’


I think of the baby monitor strapped to the back of my bed, my parents’ makeshift spy.


‘But I’m going insane,’ I reply, suddenly exhausted again. I just want to be in my own bedroom, downstairs, with Mamma and Pappa along the corridor, with my books and my music and my view of the lake. From my own bedroom I can just make out the top window of the Bruns’ cottage over the treeline; Rosa’s room. We’ve had a signalling system ever since we were little, where we’d blink our flashlights on and off after dark, a series of brief messages sailing over the canopy of forest and lake. Two flashes: Goodnight. Three flashes: Lars says hi. Four flashes: See you tomorrow? Five flashes: Still awake? I swallow a sob.


Pappa scoops me into his arms, and I don’t even care that my ribs burn with fire, that the scars throb afresh, because at least I’m feeling something, breathing in his Pappa-scent of lemon blossom soap and freshly ground coffee. I know he still loves me, just as he did when I was small and he told me bedtime stories of the trolls in the forest and the Nøkken in the lake, and I can’t raise the strength or will to push him away. Beyond the window I hear that fox again, its cry sharp and pained as it trails away. The fox has entered my dreams in recent days, and as I home in on its image behind my sleep-soaked eyes I welcome the familiarity of it, feeling anchored in the knowledge that some things are just that: dreams.


Pappa holds my head close to his chest. ‘I’m sorry,’ he murmurs into my hair, and I whisper it back to him, because I am sorry. I wish I could be more patient; I wish I could just get better. We sit like that for several minutes, as my heart rate reduces, and my breathing slows. When he gently helps to prop me up against the pillows, I ask, ‘Have they been in touch yet?’


Pappa looks down at his lap and I know he doesn’t want to answer, doesn’t want to talk about Rosa and Lars again, about why they haven’t been to see me.


‘Sorry, Eva,’ he says, without looking up. ‘No.’


He’s lying. ‘Look at me,’ I say, and he does, and there’s apology in his eyes. ‘Have they?’


Without blinking he repeats his answer. ‘No.’ Flustered, he stands and begins pressing my tablets out on to the bedside table. Beyond the sealed window, I hear the sound of the car leaving, of Mamma heading off to work. I visualise her in her clinic room, hands folded on the desk in front of her, stethoscope around her neck, her fuzz of long fair hair tamed into a neat coil at the back of her head.


Pappa turns to fetch my tray from the desk, laden down with eggs and juice and pastries, and slides it on to my lap. ‘Will you eat it today, Eva? You’re losing so much weight. Promise me?’


I look down at the congealing egg, and grit my teeth. ‘Promise,’ I reply, and a steely resolve grows inside me.


I watch as Pappa crosses the room, and although I can no longer see his expression I feel his masked sadness, his self-loathing, see it in the slump of his usually broad shoulders. His hand reaches for the door, and he steps over the threshold.


‘I’ll be back at lunchtime, OK? In the meantime, try to get some rest.’


The moment I hear the bolt slotting into place, I crawl from my bed and stagger across the floorboards to my little bathroom, where I tip the contents of my breakfast tray into the toilet.


This evening I’ve forced myself to get out of bed, and I’ve been sitting up at my desk, just thinking. The room, I realise only now, has been freshly decorated in a soft greyish-white, and several new striped rugs cover the wooden floorboards, cosying the place up. Tucked away from the rest of the house, free from noise and distractions, it used to be Pappa’s office, a place where he could concentrate on his work designing other people’s gardens. Where his computer once sat, along with his library of plant books, there is now a simple vase of yellow roses and a raffia basket containing art supplies, Mamma’s attempt, I suppose, at keeping me occupied.


During the past hour I’ve been going through my CDs, in the hope that they might trigger a memory or two. And you know what? They have. There’s an old Simon and Garfunkel album of Pappa’s that’s got mixed in with my collection, and the moment the opening bars of ‘Homeward Bound’ begin to play, a recent orange-tinted image flashes into my mind, of me, Rosa and Lars sitting in the tatty wicker chairs at the back of their cottage, drinking Sprite from cans as their mamma, Ann, unpegs dry washing from the line. Could it be that Ann has this album too? I don’t know if it was playing at the time, but somehow this track and the memory have become firmly intertwined. It’s just the three of us, because their father, Magnus, was gone by this point, discovered at the mountainside out on the edge of Stein Farm Road when Rosa and Lars were just eleven or twelve, dead from hypothermia after a night’s heavy drinking. I force my mind to push that thought aside, to turn back towards the garden scene, in which the sun is low in the sky beyond the trees and distant mountain range, and Ann is cast in silhouette, her long skirts giving her the appearance of being from another era altogether. Again I have a sense of separation, of looking down on us all – towards Ann at the washing line, then back to me and my friends – and knowing that this is a good time. The radiance of the sky, the light clothes we’re wearing, the fact that Ann is taking washing from the line – all these elements suggest late summer. Things, it would seem, were good between us then. So, what could have changed so dramatically between then and mid-February, the night of the accident? What could have caused them to leave me alone in the bar like that?
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