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A young man walks into the woods on the worst morning of his life and finds something there that will change everything.


It’s a tale that might seem familiar. But how it speaks to you will depend on how you’ve lived until now.


Sometimes, to get out of the woods, you have to go into them. Isaac and the Egg is one of the most hopeful, honest and wildly imaginative novels you will ever read.
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‘“I have done that,” said Toad, and he crossed out:


Wake up’


ARNOLD LOBEL












PART ONE


EGG
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ONE


Isaac Addy stands on a bridge, unsure whether to jump or not. His hands clasp the freezing stone of the parapet. His breath blots out the view. The early morning frost on the pavement crunches beneath his feet as he shifts from leg to leg. If he’s been trying to work up the courage to bring those frozen legs up, over the edge, into the void below, then he hasn’t been having much luck. Leaning forward, Isaac can see the surface of the rabid river, foaming white over the weir. He blinks at it. He isn’t crying, despite the fact he’s cried a river of his own over the last few weeks. Perhaps the wind has knocked it out of him. Perhaps the tears have turned to ice before they’ve reached his cheeks. It’s not like Isaac is incapable of feeling. He just feels nothing about the water, nor the sheer drop between himself and it. His mind is on other things. His soul is somewhere else entirely. The river roars up at him, but Isaac Addy is too far away to answer.


He breathes in, a shocked and rasping breath, as if he’s suddenly arrived from another place. Icy air fills his lungs. He looks along the bridge, in one direction, then the other. He’s numb from the cold, but he’s so numb to being numb that he barely shivers as he tries to work out how he got here. Isaac squints. He knows this place, and he knows he didn’t walk here. He can’t have. He’s in the middle of nowhere. He’s been drinking, which is a bad sign, because he’s clearly been driving. He knows he’s been drinking because his tongue is carpeted with the taste of hours-old alcohol, and he knows he’s been driving because he can see his car at the end of the bridge, headlights still on, driver’s door still open. It idles in the ditch like roadkill, the sky above it bruised. The distant ding ding ding of the warning signal is just about audible over the noise of the river. Isaac doesn’t remember leaving the door open. He doesn’t remember the drive itself, nor does he remember dawn breaking somewhere between the car over there and this spot, here, on the bridge. He doesn’t remember how he got here, where he came from. He doesn’t remember much of anything any more.


Isaac looks back down at the water, which greets him with a whiplash of wind. Now he feels the cold. It wraps itself around his throat, creeps down the collar of his dirty shirt and constricts his ribs. It squeezes the breath out of him, until all he can do is shudder and grip the parapet tighter. Though there’s no snow, Isaac feels as if he’s caught in a blizzard. He imagines his nose and ears turning blue. Isaac doesn’t know where his coat is, and the suit he’s wearing is far from suitable protection for the bracing river wind. But his hands won’t budge, even when he tries to move them to rub his shivering arms. Isaac watches the river, transfixed, as it rolls over shining rocks and broken branches, wondering if it rolls over dead dogs, too.




THE DOG SUICIDE BRIDGE





He can picture the headline, in a local paper. Can’t he? Though Isaac doesn’t remember much of anything any more, he remembers this: a news story, forced from a few loose anecdotes stitched to a local urban legend. Apparently, dogs that crossed this bridge had a strange tendency to jump off it. Some said it was haunted by the spirit of a malevolent mastiff. Others, actual experts, blamed the scent of wildlife in the nearby undergrowth. Pine martens, they suspected. The dogs don’t know that they’ve made a fatal mistake until it’s too late. Imagine jumping to your death in pursuit of a meal. Isaac wishes he had that kind of conviction.


Who’s he kidding? Isaac was never going to jump. Even the imp of the perverse, that little voice in his head which should be telling him to take the plunge, is warning him off it. Don’t jump! it’s saying, in a mocking little tone. You have so much to live for! Isaac knows the imp is being facetious, but he also knows he’s going to follow its orders. He closes his eyes, rocks back and forth on his heels, pushes his torso out over the edge of the parapet as if willing himself to fall accidentally. Gravity could do all the work, if his hands would just let go. He opens his eyes again, the sheer magnitude of the drop opening up with them. Isaac’s stomach lurches. Self-preservation, perhaps. The booze, more likely. He coughs, splutters and vomits into the abyss. Now the contents of his stomach are in freefall, carried off into obscurity by the wind. Isaac blinks back tears, and a different kind of bile rises in his throat. The water below seems to boil, black as tar, and his empty stomach boils with it. A vein in his fore-head threatens to burst. He grips the parapet so hard that it cuts into his fingers. Then, finally, he screams.


It’s a painful sound, one which would cause the birds around to take flight if there were any birds to hear it. His cry echoes off the stones of the bridge, off the trees of the forest lining either side of the water, off the surface of the river itself. Even the weir stops bubbling, as if it’s paused to listen. The forest holds its breath. Time seems to stand still. Then, out of nowhere, something screams back.


Imagine Isaac, hanging over the parapet of an old stone bridge, spittle swaying in the wind, cocking his head like an inquisitive canine and staring at the trees on the bank of the river where he’d abandoned his car. Imagine an impenetrable forest, its muddy slope covered in roots which slither into the water like eels. Imagine a sound, not the ding ding ding from the idling car nor the roar of the water, but a scream – a blood-curdling, skin-crawling, stomach-churning scream which takes Isaac’s anguish and blows it out of the water. It’s not a human scream. It doesn’t sound like a pine marten, either, whatever a pine marten is. No animal on earth screams like this. Imagine a scream that isn’t human, isn’t animal, and isn’t anything in between. Imagine the murky river of possibilities that plunges you into. Anyone in their right mind would straighten up, get back in their car and drive off into the dawn as fast as they could. But Isaac is far from in his right mind, and he felt something in the cry. Something hopeless. Something helpless. Before he’s even wiped his mouth, Isaac knows he’s going to follow the scream.


He wipes his mouth. He straightens up. Then, after a slight tumble backwards into the road, Isaac staggers away from the edge. He heads towards his car, still idly ding ding ding-ing, his shoes scuffing on the frigid tarmac. At the end of the bridge he turns again, away from his car and towards the forest. Mulched flowers and discarded plastic wrappers squelch beneath his feet. He catches his breath against the first tree he reaches, then peers into the shadows beyond. All good kids’ stories start with a journey into the woods, but Isaac’s isn’t a story for children. He’s too old to be raised by wolves, too large to tumble down a rabbit hole, too jaded to be tempted into a gingerbread house. His happy ending has been and gone. Isaac hesitates, glancing back at his car. As if on cue, he hears the scream again. There’s pain in it, and it’s painfully familiar. Without so much as a second glance, Isaac launches himself into the undergrowth.


Moss slimes down the back of Isaac’s suit as he descends the bank. He crawls through wet leaves and beats away low-hanging branches. Thorns and twigs puncture his forearms and hands. Twisted roots try their best to trip him up. They succeed a number of times, enough to ensure that the legs of his black suit trousers are soaking and that his once-smart shoes squelch like sodden kitchen sponges. He thinks not of hypothermia or frostbite, but only of the scream, a scream which already seems impossible in a forest where even the roar of the nearby river is muffled by a wall of trees. He hesitates once more. Perhaps the forest is playing tricks on him. Isaac spins on his axis, as if he’s being watched from behind the branches by a thousand eyes. He’s sobering up, still spinning, peering backwards in the direction of his car, peering forwards in the direction of something else. He’s disoriented. He can’t even remember from which direction he came. He thinks of screaming himself, of crying out for help. Then the brightening dawn brings divine intervention. The darkness of the woods rises in a moment like a curtain, a miraculous burst of early sunlight breaking through a gap in the branches and illuminating the entire forest floor. That’s when Isaac sees it.


It is an egg. The egg sits resplendent in the middle of a clearing, bathed in a heavenly light which seems to defy the darkness of the night that came before it. But then, everything about the scene in front of Isaac defies logic. The clearing itself seems manufactured, perfectly circular and perfectly undisturbed, illuminated by light streaming through a perfect hole in the canopy above. The egg takes centre stage, beneath an awning of dripping leaves and branches, atop a flattened thicket which could almost be mistaken for a gigantic nest. The egg itself is white. Eerily so, like a pearl at the centre of the biggest oyster on earth. Or, no, whiter than that. It’s as white as nothing at all. An oval of blankness cut out of a pristine sheet of paper with children’s scissors, or an oval cut from that same pristine paper and pasted on to the clearing with a stick of children’s glue. It’s only the dew drops quivering on the white egg’s surface which convince Isaac that it’s actually there, and that it’s actually a three-dimensional object. Isaac rubs his eyes. The egg is still there. The egg is still three-dimensional. And the egg is still magnificent, made even more so by the dullness of the muddy browns and the muted greens around it, by the beads of condensation which sparkle on its white surface like diamonds. In the shaft of light streaming through the gap in the canopy above, it glitters like a Fabergé under a spotlight in a display case. Although larger. Much larger. This egg must be two feet tall.


For the first time in weeks, Isaac feels an emotion that isn’t despair. He blinks his red eyes a few times and rubs them. Hello, curiosity, old friend. With a slack mouth, Isaac peers through the branches on all sides of the clearing, looking for any clue as to the egg’s origins. He looks down at the earth for enormous footprints. He looks up at the sky for the shadow of some even more enormous beast. He thinks of Jurassic Park, of the ripple made by the approaching T-Rex on the surface of a glass of water. But the clearing is dead silent, deathly still. Isaac’s eyes trace a path back to the egg. He can’t help it. There’s something magnetic, something all-encompassing, about it, as if its sheer bleached-white weirdness is sucking all of the colour out of the surrounding flora. There’s not a spot of dirt on it. And the size! You couldn’t crack an egg like this with a spoon, Isaac thinks to himself. You’d need a shovel, a sledgehammer. Isaac swallows, becoming suddenly aware of his surroundings. He notices a sour taste at the back of his throat. Of all the questions posed by the egg’s existence he hasn’t yet answered the most pertinent one. Where did the scream come from?


Isaac glances around the clearing again. He shifts nervously from one leg to another, causing some twigs to crack beneath his feet in the process. The sound scares him into a foetal crouch. He screws his eyes shut, grabs hold of his knees. But nothing attacks. Isaac opens one eye, then the other, then creeps into hiding behind the nearest tree. He continues to scan the shadows for something large, something looming: a mother enormous enough to lay an egg like this. But every time his eyes wander, they’re drawn back to the egg. Isaac saw an ostrich egg once, at a farmers’ market in town – this must be four, perhaps six, maybe eight times as big. It’s the size of a dinosaur egg. Yet he’s seen a dinosaur egg, too, at the Natural History Museum. That was tea-stain beige, not Tipp-Ex white. Isaac thinks about what might be lurking inside, waiting to hatch. He recalls the scream, its source still unknown. Already his memory is making the sound aggressive, not anguished. In another life, Isaac would have already been fleeing to his car. In this one, death-by-pterodactyl would seem mercifully quick.


Isaac looks back over his shoulder. His eyes return to the egg. He wishes it were bigger, big enough to topple over and flatten him beneath its smooth, white shell. What an easy way to go. If Isaac couldn’t work up the courage to fall from a bridge, perhaps gravity could work its magic the other way around. If an egg falls in the woods, will it kill Isaac Addy? If Isaac Addy dies in the woods, will his misery die with him? Already, the bridge seems long ago and far away. All Isaac can see now is the egg. And, when he looks at it, all he can feel in place of the desire to die is its polar opposite: life, and the urge to preserve it. Some prehistoric mothering instinct seems to have awakened within him. He knows the cry was a cry of hopelessness, of loss. In his heart, Isaac knows the egg has been abandoned. Like him. He already knows he’s going to take the egg home.


Anyone else in Isaac’s sodden shoes would feel the same. What is he supposed to do? Leave it, to be gouged by foxes and pecked at by owls? A rotting meal for dead dogs and pine martens? Isaac isn’t even aware that he’s moved, but it seems that his legs – so reluctant to carry him before – have pulled him out from behind the tree and deposited him in the middle of the clearing. Now he finds himself standing over the egg, swaying unsteadily, squinting between the trees for the telltale sign of an accusing maternal talon. Now, Isaac’s clearing his throat. Take the egg, his subconscious urges him. So, after one last glance over his shoulder, Isaac bends down and picks up the egg. It’s lighter than he’d expected. Softer, too. Its exterior isn’t hard and cold, like the shell of any normal egg. It’s soft and wet, like a ball of freshly proved dough. A boiled egg. It does, indeed, feel shelled. And while the egg has that age-old odour of wet dog, this dog smells far from dead. Despite the dewy exterior, it radiates an inner heat that could only come from something living. This heat ignites something in Isaac, a latent muscle memory. It feels, to his touch, less like an egg found on a forest floor and more like a hot-water bottle in a fluffy cover. What makes him think of this? Isaac is twenty-nine years old, and hasn’t had need of a fluffy hot-water bottle for at least twenty of those years. Why the intrusion? It’s her, of course. It’s always her. While Isaac runs hot, it’s she who runs – it was she who ran – cold. She had a hot-water bottle, in a fluffy cover. It lay between them in bed.


An awful sensation grips Isaac, one he’s starting to recognise. It feels as if the forest floor is giving way beneath his feet, as if every tree around him has suddenly been wrenched from the ground, as if everything on the whole earth has been flattened except for Isaac, and he’s been left with nothing but a wide expanse of nothingness which rips through him with the force of a thousand winter winds off a thousand icy rivers. Imagine all of this, contained within one body. It starts with a tremor in his gut, as if his stomach has reached the highest point of the upper atmosphere and has nowhere to go but down. Then, with a lurch, down it goes. His heart drops with it. Everything inside him is dropping, his very core collapsing beneath him, and he’s struggling to breathe. Gravity is certainly working against Isaac now. In the middle of the clearing, he’s too far away from the tree against which he’d steadied himself before. Isaac gasps as if he’s drowning, choking as if all of the air has been sucked out of the clearing. He drops to his knees. He does not drop the egg. If anything, he’s clutching it harder than before.


What am I doing? Isaac asks himself, his breath catching in his throat and his blood clotting in his veins. He kneels in a ruined suit in a sodden clearing in a strange wood, cradling an enormous white egg he found on the forest floor, trying his hardest to breathe again. What am I going to do?


For a moment there, Isaac was lost. He could barely breathe, barely see, barely find his way back through the undergrowth. Then a distant ding ding ding and the morning light through the trees drew him back to the road, to his car, to real life.


To a passer-by it would look absurd: an exhausted-looking man, hobbling out of a forest at the crack of dawn, struggling to carry a strangely light yet surprisingly cumbersome egg. He holds it as one would hold a bag of shopping while one roots around for one’s front-door keys. That is, awkwardly, cradled between one elbow and the crook of his neck, hiccupping as he fumbles for the passenger door handle. There are no passers-by to pass judgement. Isaac opens the door, carefully moves the old Walkers shortbread tin to the backseat and deposits the egg in its place. In the driver’s seat, he grips the steering wheel and studies himself in the rear-view mirror. His skin has been turning grey of late. His hair is greying, too. The only remaining colour is in his tired eyes, and that colour is red. His shirt is tie-dyed with mud and moss, and his best suit is ruined. Add his tie to the list of things he’s lost. He’s gained one thing, though: an enormous egg, about two feet tall, with a slick white shell and a distinctly musty odour. Isaac buckles the egg’s seatbelt. He doesn’t know what’s inside, and he doesn’t want to spend the morning clearing up pints of yolk from the footwell of his Ford Fiesta. He looks at the egg, looks back into his own bloodshot eyes in the rear-view mirror, looks at the yawning white sky over the slick tarmac. He turns up the heating, vaguely recalling the warming lamps they used on chicken eggs back in school. He remembers egg-and-spoon races, too, the sheer adrenaline of getting an egg to the finish line without allowing it to break. Isaac shakes his head, puts his car into first gear and drives away.


The bridge is on the outside of town, about fifteen minutes from Isaac’s house. It’s reached by country lanes, all thankfully deserted. The lack of passers-by gives Isaac ample time to ask himself, and the egg, and the biscuit tin on the backseat, all the questions preying on his quickly sobering mind.




What’s inside?


Will it be dangerous?


Will it hatch anytime soon?


Should I have left it in the forest?


Should I take it back to where it was?


Would going back just make things worse?


Is it a crime to find an egg and take it home?


If so, what’s the likelihood of being caught?


Do I really need to go to prison over this?


If so, what’s the custodial sentence?


Should I dispose of the egg?


Should I cook the egg?


Boiled or fried?





Isaac’s head is scrambled, so he has no answers. Neither does the biscuit tin. Nor does the egg, which is an egg, so cannot speak. Still, Isaac fires off questions, unsure if he’s speaking out loud. He beats the steering wheel with nervous palms, casting the occasional angsty glance in his rear and side mirrors lest he sees approaching blue lights and hears the wail of a siren. For all he knows, the egg is contraband. It could be filled with drugs, or weapons, or worse. Nee naw, nee naw. He’d swear under his breath. The policeman might tap on his window and Isaac would be forced to roll it down. The policeman might say, ‘Early start, sir?’ Isaac would be sweating, and the policeman might frown and point to the passenger seat with his pen and say, ‘Making an omelette?’ And Isaac would laugh just a little too loud, betraying that he’s smuggling . . . something. He’s way over the limit. He’d fail a breathalyser, and what then? Isaac looks across at the egg in the passenger seat. He wants to ask another question. He wants to know if he’s going insane. But before he can, he realises that he’s driven himself home.


Isaac gets out of the car, which he’s parked on the pavement. Unimportant, right now. The pale winter sun is rapidly rising, and the neighbours’ curtains will soon be rising with it. They’ll put his shabby parking and his even shabbier appearance down to everything that’s been going on, but the egg? They’d have questions about the egg, and Isaac’s already established that he doesn’t have any answers. The egg is something he wants to keep to himself. Don’t take this away, too, he thinks. After ensuring those curtains lining the street are all still closed, Isaac unbuckles his uncommunicative passenger and carries it up the path to his front door, half attempting to hide it beneath his sodden suit jacket. At least he doesn’t have to worry about keys this time, seeing as he never locked the front door in the first place. Pushing against it, Isaac meets the resistance of an avalanche of unopened letters, bills and leaflets. Anyone would think the house was abandoned. In a way, Isaac vacated it weeks ago. He’s not been living here, just existing. Yet the house has a life of its own, as evidenced by the post around his ankles, the dead and drooping flowers on the console table, and the rancid smell of gone-off food wafting in through the gap in the kitchen door. A tap drips somewhere in the house. A fly buzzes somewhere else. For a moment, a silent Isaac sways drunkenly on his feet with the egg in his arms, and listens. It’s as if he’s waiting for someone to welcome him home. No one does. His throat tightens. His eyes glisten. The hallway is Baltic, and a shiver runs down his spine. The egg in Isaac’s arms seems to feel it, too, its inner heat dwindling rapidly. He thinks once again of the hot-water bottle, the fluffy cover. She used to stuff it down the front of her pyjama bottoms to keep warm. It wasn’t a great look. He had a picture on his phone. Don’t you dare put that photo anywhere. They cried laughing. Cold feet, cold hands. They’d graze him in bed, like ice cubes smuggled under the duvet. She’d hook her bare foot under his bare leg to warm it up, or her bare hand under his bare back. He’d swear, wriggle away.


‘How are you always so cold?’ he’d ask.


It’s relative. How are you always so warm?


Isaac’s house is as cold as the river he wishes he’d thrown himself into. The post swamps his legs like a snowdrift, and his breath in the hallway comes out in clouds. He sniffs and looks down at the egg. His eyes widen. He swears. He drops the egg, which lands in a bed of credit card statements and takeaway menus. Isaac is already back outside, sprinting down the path to his car, two doors of which he’d left open. He finds the biscuit tin in the backseat and grabs it, pressing the cold metal to his forehead and closing his eyes. Then he closes his car doors and returns to the house. Back in the snowdrift, he considers his options. He looks down at the egg, nestled in the letters by his feet. Its whiteness has dimmed, like a light going out. What to do? She’d have known. She’d have had all the answers. He searches their back catalogue of conversations for something which might help. She’d told him a story, once, about an orphaned lamb on the farm where she grew up. If any of the lambs were ever left without a mother, it would be her job to bottle-feed them. But there was one which couldn’t get warm. They’d tried wrapping the lamb in blankets, in towels, in the duvet from her bed. Nothing had worked. Then, a stroke of genius – someone had thought of the Aga. At the risk of ending up with a roast lamb for lunch, they’d popped the trembling little thing inside the warming oven. It had worked. The lamb was saved. And Isaac, who hadn’t even seen a real-life farm until he was at the tail end of his teens, had laughed and shook his head and told her she’d grown up in a Beatrix Potter story. No one has an Aga. No one bottle-feeds lambs. She’d shrugged and told him there was a whole world he was missing out on, if he’d only step outside and see it.


Isaac bolts the front door behind him. He heads to the living room and places the biscuit tin carefully on the mantelpiece. Then he retrieves the egg from its resting place in the pile of post. The house is small and pokey, the kitchen devoid of an Aga, not that the egg would even fit inside. There’s a rudimentary fireplace under that same mantelpiece, though, so it’s there that Isaac takes the egg. Sunlight is starting to work its way in through the slatted blinds, but Isaac keeps his eyes low and the lights off. He works with slow, effortful movements. He builds a basic fire in the grate, using an old newspaper, a few logs and some forgotten scraps of kindling. He lights it, then snuffs the match out quickly so as not to illuminate anything in the room that he does not want to see. He grabs cushions and blankets from all corners, and on the floor in front of the fireplace he crafts a makeshift nest. He places the egg inside the nest, stokes the fire behind it. The flames begin to catch. Isaac sits back on his knees, watching the egg. Here, on the living-room floor in front of the fire, its white shell is at its brightest. But there’s something else, too. Away from the cold, wet clearing, in front of the crackling flames, the exterior of the egg is finally starting to dry. And, as it dries, it blooms. Parts of it which previously lay flat are sticking up and popping out in all directions. Isaac’s mouth pops open with them. His breath falling low, the hair on his arms standing up, Isaac begins to realise that the egg’s exterior was never a shell at all. It was a coat. What was previously slicked down by the morning dew is now fluffing up, like the wool on that orphaned lamb in that warming oven. Isaac can’t quite believe what he’s seeing. The egg is covered in shaggy white fur.


‘What are you?’ Isaac whispers.


But the egg is still enough of an egg not to answer. Isaac watches, entranced, for he doesn’t know how long. The fire burns, the egg is silent, and Isaac stares. Then, when his knees are aching and the flames start receding, Isaac’s eyes begin to droop. Perhaps it’s the warmth of the fire. Perhaps it’s because he hasn’t slept since the previous morning. With a yawn, Isaac retreats to the sofa on the other side of the room. After a few further minutes of watching the egg from there, he covers his lap with a spare blanket. He never saw the point of having so many blankets – he hot, she cold – but now he’s thankful for their abundance. Soon he’s fighting to keep his eyes open, then he’s horizontal and snoring, slipping into the first proper sleep he’s had since January began. As Isaac drifts off, he’s only dimly aware of the children on their way to school outside, of the morning light spilling in through the venetian blinds, of the occasional crunch of the shifting fire. He’s fast asleep by the time the egg begins to move.


It starts with a slither, as one element of the egg’s shaggy coat comes away and slides around its side like an intricately fashioned lock. Then another piece gives way, slithering in the opposite direction. The whole outside of the egg is moving now, loops of its furry shell sliding round and round itself like a tornado in a cartoon dust bowl. Almost as soon as this peculiar display begins, it’s over. White coils pile on either side of the egg. And while what’s left in between them is still egg-shaped, it’s not really an egg at all.


A log breaks in the fireplace, emitting a crack and a hiss. As if in answer, the egg opens its eyes.









TWO


‘Are you sitting down?’


And, just like that, everything fell apart. It’s a question which always precedes bad news. And if that question is asked over the phone by your mother-in-law, you might already have an inkling what the bad news is going to be. Her daughter had spoiled the fun years before, anyway, over coffee in bed. They’d been having a conversation about their parents’ quirks. Isaac’s father was constitutionally incapable of texting without using capital letters. His mother was singularly scared of dogs, but had a name for every single cat on the estate. His father-in-law couldn’t do a task big or small without humming, even though the tunes he’d hum weren’t strictly songs but rather a cacophony of mismatched notes. And his mother-in-law? She could never dive straight into bad news, no matter the gravity of the situation. Whether the family dog had an ear infection or a classmate you hadn’t seen in seventeen years was getting a divorce, she’d always have to ask if you were sitting down first.


‘Are you sitting down?’


Everything after that call has since congealed in Isaac’s mind, but his memory of the moments before it is crystal clear. The speaker had been on at full volume, a playlist called ‘Italian Cooking Songs’ which Isaac used to cheer him on when experimenting in the kitchen. He’d been standing at the counter, attempting to sing along in nonsense language as he pinched together minced lamb and onion and coriander and wrapped it around wooden skewers. He was making kofta kebabs. Outside it was dark and below freezing, but the saucepan boiling on the stove was making the windows perspire. Isaac had made a mental note to draw the blinds, once he’d washed the raw meat from his hands. He never got that far. Barely had he shaped the third kebab when the music had stopped playing, replaced with a ringtone, the same melody as his morning alarm. Perhaps that’s why he was on edge before he’d even picked up the phone. Or perhaps it was his messy hands, covered with diced onion and raw lamb, which he scalded under the hot tap as his phone continued to ring. By the time Isaac had dried them on a tea towel and darted over to the kitchen table, his phone had stopped ringing. He loosened up slightly. Then, almost as soon as it had stopped, it started again. Isaac looked down at the screen.




Esther Moray





Seeing that name caused the first stab of panic, because why would Esther be calling him? Why not her daughter?


‘Hi, Esther. Everything OK?’


‘Are you sitting down?’


No ‘Hello, Isaac.’ No ‘How are you, Isaac?’ No ‘How was your weekend?’ Just those four words.


Isaac wasn’t sitting down. He was cooking kofta kebabs. He could sit down, if he needed to. Should he? He should. It’s at this point that things begin to get foggy, as if answering the phone had been a ruse – a trigger for setting off the sort of knock-out gas they’d use in old spy movies. As soon as Esther started talking, the invisible fumes started seeping in through the gaps in the windows, under the doors, out of the oven and the fridge. Isaac remembers reaching for a chair with an unsteady hand, remembers lowering himself on to it with wobbling legs. He’d gripped the table for support, as if the room itself were lurching and he were about to be thrown from his seat. His mouth was dry. His chest, neck and head were filled with the sound of his own thudding heartbeat.


‘I’m sitting down.’


He didn’t recognise his own voice. He didn’t recognise Esther’s, either.


‘Something awful’s happened,’ she said. And she didn’t even need to tell him. Isaac already knew that Mary was dead.


Isaac Addy lies on the sofa, somewhere between sleeping and waking, unsure whether his wife is dead or not. There’s nothing quite like it, emerging from a calming dream and into a waking nightmare. He keeps his eyes closed for as long as possible. He hopes that reality is the bad dream, that he can imagine an alternative life into being. In the world Isaac creates behind his eyelids, that imp he heard on the bridge tells him that Mary is upstairs. It was just a fight, the imp says. Put on some coffee and apologise, and everything will go back to normal. Isaac wishes it were an argument which had consigned him to the sofa. He prays for the worst fight they’ve ever had. They screamed at each other, sometimes. He wishes they could scream at each other now. Grow up. That was one of her favourites. Why can’t you act like an adult, for once? He thinks of how he’d do anything to make her laugh, pulling her away from a work call to attend to ‘a leek in the bath’, only to be met with an exasperated eye-roll when she saw the leek in question. He thinks of the arguments about how he never ironed their clothes or cleaned the hob or learned how to use the smart meter – how, when confronted, he’d laugh or stick his tongue out or brush off any criticism with an ‘Alright, Mum’. Taking things seriously had never been Isaac’s strong suit. How that had changed. Groggily, Isaac starts to come back to the real world. He starts to remember what’s happened. As he does so, he starts to slip off the edge of the sofa. His memory sends him to the carpet with a thump.


Eyes still closed, face against the floor, besuited body tangled up in a blanket, Isaac feels his chest tightening. Pressing his forehead into the carpet, he shudders as it dawns on him why he’s not sleeping upstairs, in their bed, with her. The very thought of it is enough to make him sob. He fell asleep on the sofa, and Mary’s dead. Now he’s on the floor, and Mary’s dead. His head hurts, and Mary’s dead. Once he’s remembered the big, bad thing, he allows himself to remember the smaller-yet-still-bad things, as well. Like his hangover. His head is beginning to throb with each tearful gulp, his skin taut and his throat tight with dehydration. His mouth tastes like the inside of a Hoover bag, a dusty tongue between teeth as dry as the carpet beneath him. If his memory serves – and it often doesn’t – he’s been told several times in the last few weeks to stop drinking. He’s hurting himself. He’s hurting others. His body is scraped, his ego not so much bruised as blown away. Yet no one hurts as much as he does, and nothing hurts as much as her not being here. Face down on this carpet, or the linoleum of a hospital ward, or the concrete floor of a police cell, the pain would be exactly the same.


The police. Isaac vaguely remembers worrying about them earlier. He remembers building a fire, too. Though it’s long since dwindled, he can still hear its sputtering embers. And though the room has regained its chilliness, there’s something about being trapped in a suit between a carpet and a blanket that makes Isaac feels like he’s being roasted on a spit. Why did he light the fire? He can’t help but think of a furnace, of the crematorium. There she is again. Mary’s dead, and how can Isaac think of anything else? He wrenches a hand out from under the blanket, but only to bite down hard on one dirt-caked knuckle. Crying and shivering on his living-room floor, waiting to be put out of his misery, Isaac must look like a deer caught in a trap. He definitely sounds like one. With his eyes closed and his face scraping the rug, he makes the same noise he now makes every time he wakes up. Every time he remembers. It’s a horrible, strangled sound, not unlike the one he made on the bridge. It starts as another sob, pathetic and small, then grows in a crescendo to a full-on wail, ghastly and ghoulish and goosebump-inducing. It’s the scream of a man who’s lost everything, a man who is truly alone. Which is why it’s all the more surprising that something screams back.


Isaac opens his eyes. He removes his knuckle from his mouth, blinks tearfully at the floor. Something just screamed. Something loud. Something close. Now he’s stopped howling, Isaac is suddenly aware of a presence next to him, the musty warmth of breath and the damp heat of a small body. Isaac, still trapped in his blanket, thinks very carefully about his next move. He pushes himself up off the floor by his forehead, as if rising into a headstand. From upside down he can see his dirty shirt, nicked all over with the snags of thorns and branches. His torn and trodden suit trousers, mud and moss all over their knees. He remembers. The forest. The clearing. Lighting a fire, building a nest. Putting something in it. The . . . no, surely not. Next to his right ear, there’s the sound of curious snuffling. Isaac would shudder, but he’s frozen still. Slowly, he manages to dislodge his scraped hands from beneath the blanket, placing them on the carpet beneath his chest as if he were about to do a press-up. Then he steels himself, takes a sharp breath, and pushes himself off the ground. He spins to confront the intruder. He kicks the blanket away. He lands in a seated position against the sofa, pinned back and wide-eyed, directly facing the source of the scream.


[image: image]


It is the egg. But it is not an egg. Out of its nest, between Isaac’s outstretched legs, the egg has become something else entirely. It blinks up at Isaac with eyes that definitely weren’t there before, and Isaac blinks back with his own, sleep-addled and tear-filled. What does Isaac see? The first thing that comes to mind is E.T., the moment when the child first encounters the alarming little creature in the forest. But Isaac isn’t in a forest, not any more. He’s on the living-room floor, staring at two pudgy yellow feet pressing down into the carpet and two enormous black eyes blinking up into his. Isaac thinks of E.T., not because he thinks he’s looking at an alien, and not even because he found said alien in the forest near his house. He thinks of E.T. because of the scream. Isaac and Mary used to fill their favourite weekends watching feelgood films together. It had become something of a tradition. Dirty Dancing on Valentine’s Day, Ghostbusters at Halloween, all half glimpsed over a jigsaw and a steaming mug of tea. Mary hadn’t watched a lot of the classics as a kid – she’d been more of a bookworm than a cinephile – but Isaac had, and had taken it upon himself to educate her. They started with Babe, an understandable lead-in for a farm girl like herself, and then ran down a list ranging from the critically acclaimed to the ironically enjoyed, from Ferris Bueller to Flashdance. For Isaac, E.T. was a childhood favourite. He remembers gleefully acting out certain scenes, already way too old for that sort of thing. Him wrapped in a blanket playing the alien, his begrudging, bike-straddling sister filling in for Elliott. Isaac phone home. He remembers watching the film itself on VHS, over and over. Laughing when Elliott first finds E.T. in the forest and screams. Laughing even more when E.T. screams back, the human child just as repulsive to the alien as the alien is to the child. Now Isaac finds himself face to face with an ugly, bug-eyed alien creature of his own, and he’s screaming, too.
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