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It is choice that decides which of the quantum worlds we measure in our experiments, and therefore which one we inhabit, not chance.


John Gribbin


Each of us is a kind of crossroads where things happen. The crossroads is purely passive; something happens there. A different thing, equally valid, happens elsewhere. There is no choice, it is just a matter of chance.


Claude Lévi-Strauss








LEAVES





The prisoners of infinite choice


Have built their house


In a field below the wood


And are at peace.







It is autumn, and dead leaves


On their way to the river


Scratch like birds at the windows


Or tick on the road.







Somewhere there is an afterlife


Of dead leaves,


A stadium filled with an infinite


Rustling and sighing.







Somewhere in the heaven


Of lost futures


The lives we might have led


Have found their own fulfilment.


Derek Mahon











CHAPTER ONE



Her eyes still closed, Clare felt the room change shape around her. She was thrown off balance when she opened her eyes to the sight of a clock-radio, a milk-white ball of a lamp and a box of tissues on a glass-topped table on the left side of the bed. There was a strange, ugly picture hanging unframed on one of the peachy-white walls, the window was in the wrong place – it was the wrong room, she didn’t know where she was, and she was afraid.


And then she was in her own bedroom again, in her own house. She had painted the walls that peachy-white herself and sewn the wheat-colored curtains. The unframed canvas was a still life of books and apples, as familiar and loved as the face of the artist, her friend Sophie. This was home, and nowhere else. How could she have found it strange, for even a moment? She couldn’t remember what she had expected to see when she first opened her eyes.


‘Who’s Tom?’


The jolt of surprise melted immediately into dismay. Of course. She’d brought someone home with her last night. It was his strangeness which had made her own room seem, briefly, alien.


She rolled over to look at – Paul, that was his name, Paul Something-Polish-starting-with-W. She’d remember in a minute. ‘Morning.’ She felt embarrassed by the falseness of her smile. He wasn’t smiling but looked amused. Not an unattractive man, maybe even handsome in a broad-faced, slightly over-sized way, but not her type, not her type at all. She couldn’t imagine wanting to touch him. What had she been thinking of last night?


‘Who’s Tom?’ he said again.


‘What?’


‘Tom. You were talking in your sleep. You sounded really excited to see the guy.’ He changed the pitch of his voice: ‘ “Tom! Tom! Is it possible? Is it possible?” Like that.’


‘I must have been dreaming.’


He laughed. ‘You sure were. And not about me. So who’s Tom? Your ex-?’


‘It was a dream; I don’t remember.’


‘Your main squeeze?’


‘I don’t know any Tom.’


‘You did in your dream.’


He had no right to laugh at her. He had no right to question her dreams. ‘Yeah, well, I’m not dreaming now, and now I don’t know. Do you want some coffee?’


‘Not right this minute.’ One long arm snaked around her waist, holding her down. ‘Tell me about your dreams; I’m interested.’


She sighed, exasperated. ‘I don’t remember.’


‘Not that one; others. Ever have any erotic dreams? Do you ever come in your dreams?’ A lazy grin spread his lips, and his fingers traced patterns on her bare back, moving lower.


‘I don’t remember my dreams. Look, I have to go to the bathroom, OK?’


‘Sure.’ He moved his arm and she was free. She didn’t look at him as she got up and slipped into the robe of white towelling hung on the back of the door. The tension in her chest and stomach began to slacken a little as soon as she was out of the room. In the living room she found her clothes – red silk blouse, good gray skirt, pantyhose, lacy underwear – strewn on the floor. The sight of them so carelessly abandoned made her angry, as if her clothes had been dropped by someone else, and she paused to gather them up and try, futilely, to shake some of the wrinkles out. What on earth had possessed her? To have sex with a virtual stranger – with a man she didn’t even like – a man she wished never to see again … It wasn’t like her. Even when she was younger, even when everybody did it, casual sex had never been her scene. To start her own personal sexual revolution now, at the end of the 1980s, would be worse than crazy; it could be suicidal – even though he had used a condom.


Clare remembered the events of the night before perfectly well. She had been drinking, but that was no excuse. She remembered everything she’d said and done. The only thing she couldn’t remember was why. The very low level of lust he’d aroused in her was no answer. Of course she’d been horny, and it had been months since she’d had a man in her bed, but so what? She’d known as soon as he kissed her, using his tongue like a blunt weapon, that she wasn’t going to like him in bed, but she had let him continue. She had let him continue for the same reason she had encouraged him to begin, not from sexual desire but the more desperate desire to make something, anything, happen. To change her life.


It had been such a long time since any unmarried man had shown an interest in her that she had been flattered into response. She had thought she could will her own desire to meet his.


She put the coffee on, then locked herself into the bathroom for a long, hot shower. Wake up and smell the coffee, honey. Paul wouldn’t be happy about her change of mood, but his ego would keep him from feeling any pain. If you don’t want me, babe, there’s plenty of other fish in the sea. Her loss was some other woman’s gain. He was a good catch. Thirty-four, straight, with a good job, great car, nice life-style, and plenty of money, looking for the right woman to share it with. He’d been married once before, briefly. It hadn’t worked out – they had both been too young – but he still had faith in the great institution of marriage, still believed a good marriage was the bedrock which made everything else worthwhile. He’d been a bachelor long enough. Really, he was a family man at heart. His words seemed to have gotten into her thoughts like a virus in a computer program. She was thinking like him. Well, that was what she got for playing echo all evening. She hadn’t acted like that since she was an insecure teenager, when playing a role, being what someone else wanted, had seemed to be what dating was all about. Absurd to advise a sixteen-year-old to ‘be yourself’ when she didn’t know who that self was. But now … if she didn’t know who she was by now, she never would.


She shut her eyes and turned her face up to the water, remembering her first sight of him, in Great Expectations. It would have been impossible not to notice someone so out of place in a store devoted to expectant mothers and newborn babies. He looked enormous, was built like a football player, and there he was by himself, no woman in charge of him, his masculinity like a whiff of something wild and slightly rank amid the piles of fresh linen, cotton and lace. She had stared at him, attention snagged by an amorphous memory, until he looked up and met her eyes.


‘Hey, can you help me out here? I don’t have the faintest idea what a baby needs.’


She smiled. ‘Well, I think it’s probably all here. Your first?’


‘Mine? Oh, no, I’m not married. My brother – well, I mean my sister-in-law, of course – is expecting, and I don’t know whether to get her something for her, or for the baby. Especially since I don’t know whether it’ll be a boy or a girl.’


‘I don’t think that makes any difference the first few months. They wear the same clothes.’


‘Oh, no, not Mindy’s. If it’s a girl, she’ll have all pink ribbons and bows from the first day.’


‘Maybe you should buy a blanket. There’s some really beautiful ones over here.’ She led him towards the table of blankets and picked up her favorite, enraptured all over again by its softness.


‘Are you going to get one?’


‘No. Too expensive. I’m just looking for something to take to a baby shower, for one of my neighbors. She wouldn’t expect something as nice as this from me … All the stuff in this store is pretty pricey. I’ll have a look at that other place in the mall, I just wanted to come here first. You know, the pleasures of shopping.’


He rolled his eyes. ‘And they say men and women belong to the same species. Still, I guess it makes a difference if you’re looking at something you might want to buy for yourself … I guess if I had kids this wouldn’t seem so strange to me. You have kids?’


‘No. Not even a husband.’ Their eyes met, and some transaction was negotiated.


‘Do you mind if I tag along and you be my expert native guide?’ he’d asked, and she had agreed. Later he had taken her out to dinner. Later still, with some excuse she could not exactly remember, he had followed her in his car to her house. And then – what she must have known would happen, did.


Neither of them had played it as a one-night stand, despite the speed with which they had made for bed. They were both serious people. They had talked about their feelings about relationships, marriage, and children. In the abstract, but she knew what that meant. She had quite simply and totally misrepresented herself to him. And for no good reason. She hadn’t even wanted him, only what he represented.


What he represented: security, marriage, another life. A different self.


Finally she recalled the elusive memory which had been triggered by her first sight of him.


She had been about fourteen, visiting her relatives in Tennessee, out shopping with Aunt Lucille and cousin Ann and Ann’s fiancé Wayne. She remembered big, football-playing Wayne at nineteen, muscular, full of restless energy – like a bull in a china shop.


‘Now you sit right there and don’t move an inch,’ Ann had said, pushing him onto a chair in a corner near the dressing-rooms. Usually Ann deferred to him or wheedling got her way, but the shopping center was her territory, and there Wayne accepted her authority meekly. Clare hadn’t understood why Wayne had to be along to help Ann choose a new dress, especially when his suggestions were invariably disparaged or ignored by the women. But she had learned that things were done a certain way here, rituals adhered to, for reasons no one could or would explain: if she persisted in questioning she’d be told she didn’t understand because she was too young, or – worse – because she was a Yankee.


Seeing Paul among the baby-clothes had been like seeing Wayne again, only this time she was grown-up, and this Wayne was for her. The bull in the china shop, the fatted calf, the husband-to-be. At fourteen, Ann and Wayne had represented marriage to her, an image she rejected for herself all her life until now, at thirty-three, sensing her last chance, she had rushed to embrace it in Paul.


Wide-awake and very sober, she turned off the water and reached for a towel.


Paul was in the kitchen, sitting at the table with a cup of fresh black coffee, looking at an old issue of The Wall Street Journal. He was fully dressed, which made her feel more kindly towards him.


‘Do you want any breakfast? I could make you eggs, or there’s cereal, or yoghurt, or toast.’


‘No thanks, I never touch the stuff,’ he said. ‘Mocha Java’s all I need.’ He didn’t look up.


‘OK, I’ll just – be a little while getting dressed.’ She glanced at the clock on the stove and was startled to see how early it still was. She was glad it was a work day, otherwise getting rid of Paul would have been even more awkward. She dressed swiftly, efficiently, as she did every morning. Even though she hadn’t, for once, laid out her chosen outfit the night before, her closet was carefully organized. Her hair took the longest time. She kept it fairly short, but it was thick and stubborn and needed careful handling to achieve a neat, sleek look.


‘You look great.’ Her heart thudded and she straightened and turned. He was standing in the bedroom doorway, filling it. ‘All ready for work. The perfect lady executive.’


‘I’m not an executive. I’m an accountant.’


He shrugged his large shoulders. ‘Whatever. Nobody would guess you were out drinking and partying and fooling around till all hours to look at you now, would they?’


She drew a deep breath. ‘About last night – I don’t usually do that sort of thing. Picking up a stranger, and—’


‘Hey, I know that. It wasn’t a pick-up, it was just how we met. Sometimes it happens a little fast. I don’t think badly of you …’ A smile glimmered at her. ‘I still respect you in the morning … do you still respect me?’


Even to smile back seemed like giving him too much, but she forced herself. ‘Sure.’


‘Want to show me? Give me a little hug here? Or am I not allowed to muss your hair?’


‘Paul – about last night—’


‘You don’t have to explain.’


‘Yes I do.’ She looked down, searching for words she could use to him. Last night I was someone else … I wanted to be someone else … I’m not the woman you think you met. While she was drying her hair she had remembered something else and made another connection with the past. She voiced it now. ‘About five years ago, my boyfriend and I decided to get married. I thought it was what I wanted. Less than a week after we’d decided to get married, I met someone at a party and felt a powerful attraction … so powerful I couldn’t resist it. At least, that’s what I told myself. So, I … let things happen. And pretty soon Barry found out, and the engagement was off. And the funny thing was that without Barry there in the background to feel guilty about, I found I wasn’t actually very interested in the other guy. I didn’t think it at the time, but later I realized what I’d done. I – it sounds horrible – but I’d used him, this other man, to force a crisis with Barry. It wasn’t conscious – as far as I knew, I wanted Barry, but I guess I wasn’t ready for marriage. So … I made marriage impossible.’


‘You’re saying you’ve done that same thing again?’


‘Something like that.’ She could not read his face. ‘Rushing into something new, trying to change my life through someone else … only this time I can see what I’ve done and decide, before it’s too late … I don’t have to let it happen.’


‘No,’ he said. ‘You don’t have to let it happen.’ His face was expressionless. Falsetto, he said, ‘Tom, Tom, he didn’t mean anything; you’re the only one for me.’


She was afraid to move or speak.


Then he shrugged, and the bad moment was over. ‘Well, we had fun last night, anyway, didn’t we? That’s what matters. We can leave it at that. I don’t want you to have to regret it.’


‘No.’


‘I guess I’d better go, then.’ He started to turn away but paused; Clare imagined him sifting through the various polite phrases he had learned as a boy, searching for one appropriate to this situation. What he came up with was: ‘I just have to say, Clare, that Tom of yours is one lucky guy.’


She compressed her lips, holding them tight against a sickening urge to giggle. As she heard the front door close and felt the quiet emptiness of her house settle again around her the compulsion vanished. Instead, she tasted the distant, salty warning of tears as she said, aloud, ‘I wish there was a Tom.’


Memory ambushed her as she was driving to work, radio on: memory in the shape of a Beatles’ song, one from the White Album which had played as background music to her first love.


There was no Tom in her life, but once upon a time, and maybe forever, there had been Tommy Bell. She called him Thomas because nobody else did, and he was special. She had never loved anybody the way she loved him, before or since. She had loved him so much she had let her brother die.


Hot and cold flashes made her tremble. She turned off the radio, silencing the Beatles, but she couldn’t switch off her memories so easily. She took the first exit for a shopping mall and parked in the big, empty lot behind Sears. Then she just sat. Outside everything was unnaturally clear and sharp-edged in the morning sunlight. Even old cars gleamed, and windows were dazzling. Traffic streamed past, but in the parking lot nothing moved. The stores weren’t open yet. There were no people, and the flat, broad stretch of concrete parking lot looked as useless and empty as she felt.


She couldn’t think about Thomas without thinking about Waters, and she couldn’t think about Waters without hating herself. She had let Waters die instead of saving him. She had let him die so she could have a few more hours of selfish pleasure. She hadn’t seen Thomas since that day. She had lost her brother and her first love on the same day and could blame no one but herself. Even now she thought that it wasn’t really Waters she cared about, but her own feelings. It was not her brother but her own, lost chance to save him she mourned.


Damn the Beatles. That White Album hadn’t even been hers, but borrowed from Waters because she knew Thomas liked it, and he’d been dismissive of her own small record collection. She could almost hear his sarcastic judgement in that dry, faintly husky voice …


A vertiginous spin, and she felt herself slipping sideways. If only she hadn’t – If only she had – If only – If …


She gripped the wheel with both hands, and stared fiercely out at the brilliant morning, resisting memory, anchoring herself in the here and now. Enough. It was over. It had happened long ago, to someone else. She was Clare Beckett, and she didn’t have a brother, or a boyfriend, and she did have a job to get to.


She arrived on time, as usual, and spent the morning on an audit of a used car dealership, a tangled business that had been occupying her for weeks. At lunchtime she went with two of the younger accountants, Chuck Rozakis and Hilary Ney, to the pizza and salad-bar across the street. There, in the familiar smell of pizza, memory ambushed her again.


They had gone out for pizza that Saturday evening, she and Thomas. Time had little meaning for them that day.


They had spent the whole, long, languorous afternoon together on her narrow bed, kissing and caressing, breathing in the scent of each other, listening to each other’s heartbeats and talking quietly while the Beatles sang softly in the background, senses first sharpened with lust and then satiated, to become aroused again later, to repeat the cycle, finding it new each time. Eventually they had noticed that the room was dark and, when he returned from a trip to the bathroom, instead of rejoining her on the bed, Thomas had hesitated in the doorway and said, ‘Maybe we should go get something to eat, what do you think? Are you hungry?’


She sat up, feeling very strange. Was she hungry? She felt a lack, but that might have been the absence of his arms around her, the warmth of his body tight against hers. She needed him now. She thought she might never feel normal by herself again.


‘It’s almost eight o’clock,’ he said helpfully. ‘I’m starving.’


Dinnertime was usually six o’clock, so she must be hungry, too. She nodded.


She didn’t think about her brother. She hadn’t thought about him all day and would have left the house without remembering his existence had Thomas not said, as they reached the front door twenty minutes later, now both washed and brushed and respectably dressed, ‘What about your brother? Do you think we ought to ask him if he wants to come?’


She certainly didn’t want another presence to come between the closeness she and Thomas shared, but his casual, friendly question set off an immediate, guilty alarm in her head.


Waters. She was supposed to be looking after her brother, and she hadn’t seen him since morning. She had promised her mother faithfully that they were old enough to be left alone for a few days; she had promised her mother to make sure that Waters ate regular meals and took his insulin. She had promised, although it was a role she loathed, to be her brother’s nurse and her mother’s spy just in order to have this unrestricted, private time with Thomas.


‘I’ll go ask him,’ she said, as casually as she could, and hurried back through the house, calling Waters’ name.


There was no reply at first. Finally, in response to her repeated shouts and hammerings on his locked door, there came a slurred, sleepy-sounding ‘Lemme ’lone.’


‘We’re going out for dinner – Dinner, Wat! Have you eaten?’


‘Go away.’


‘Do you want to come with us, out to eat?’


Silence.


‘Wat, have you eaten dinner? We could bring you back a pizza.’


‘Fuck off!’


She recoiled. ‘All right, you horrible pig, I was just trying to be nice!’


So she didn’t persist, as her mother would have done, as her mother would surely have wanted her to do. She took offense at his rudeness and went off and left him alone, as if theirs was an ordinary brother-and-sister relationship, as if she didn‘t have a special responsibility to look after him. She didn’t unlock his door (as she could have done, easily enough, using a flat-bladed letter-opener for a key) or insist that he tell her what and when he had eaten. She had put him out of her mind all day, and she put him out of her mind again now and went out with Thomas, and didn’t come back to the dark and silent house until late; too late, surely, to disturb Waters.


Sunday morning, the room was full of rich sunlight, and she lay in bed sleepily wondering why nobody was answering the telephone until an apprehensive lurch brought her suddenly, fearfully awake. She rolled out of bed and pounded heavy-footed through the house.


‘Lucy Clare, is that you? Is everything all right? What took you so long to answer?’


She blinked, confused by her mother’s voice.


‘Is everything all right?’


‘Yeah, yeah, sure. I was asleep.’


‘Asleep! You know it’s nearly noon? You kids would sleep till the trump of – I suppose Wat’s sleeping, too?’


She thought of his locked door.


‘Lucy Clare?’


‘Uh, I guess.’


‘Is everything all right?’


That sliver of fear in her mother’s voice … her own got louder in response. ‘Of course!’


‘Is Wat eating right … are you both getting enough to eat?’


‘Mother, you left tons of food. You could feed an army here.’


‘Well I hope you’re not feeding an army – just you and Waters. That’s who I left it for. I’d like to talk to your brother, but I suppose there’s no point if he’s as much of a sleepyhead as you are right now … Ask him to give me a call when he gets up, would you?’


‘I’ll tell him.’


‘You have the number? You know we’re staying at Lee-Ann’s?’


She looked at the pad beside the phone where her mother had neatly printed three numbers: Lee-Ann’s, Mrs Lewis-across-the-street’s, and the doctor’s. ‘Yeah.’


‘And you will call me if … well, if there’s anything you want to ask me, or any little problem …?’


‘Yeah.’


‘We’ll be home tomorrow, anyway, before supper. Probably by the time you get back from school.’


‘OK, I’ll see you then. We’ll see you then. Bye.’ She had been feeling increasingly anxious to get off the phone, but as soon as she hung up she wished she hadn’t, and stood with her hand still pressed to the receiver, as if to retain contact with her mother. She stared straight ahead of her at nothing, seeing in her mind the closed, locked door, knowing that, behind it, Waters was dead.


‘Clare? Are you all right?’


She focused on Hilary’s foxy little face and the present flowed back around her. She was safe, seventeen years later, in the pizzeria near work. ‘Yeah … I just … remembered something.’


‘Leave it in the office,’ said Chuck. ‘It’s bad for the digestion to worry about work when you’re eating.’ He took hold of her elbow and steered her towards the counter.


‘I’m having a salad,’ said Hilary, moving in the other direction, towards the self-service salad bar.


‘Me too,’ said Clare, and pulled away from Chuck to follow the other woman.


Hilary gave her a look as they stood side by side piling raw vegetables onto plates. ‘What’s wrong?’


She certainly wasn’t going to tell her, but she couldn’t just shrug it off. ‘I just remembered something that happened a long time ago. I don’t know why it should hit me now; maybe I dreamed about it last night.’


‘You can learn to control your dreams, did you know that?’


‘No,’ said Clare without interest.


‘Yeah. I found out, because I used to have a recurring nightmare. I figured that if I could remember, when I was dreaming, that this had happened before, that I’d know I was dreaming, and I would wake up. If I didn’t wake up automatically when I realized I was dreaming, I’d say my own name. For some reason, if you say your own name in a dream it’ll wake you up.’


‘Where shall we sit?’


‘Anywhere. There’s fine.’ When they were seated, Hilary continued. ‘But the thing is, when I realized that I could wake up whenever I wanted to, just by saying my own name, I realized I didn’t have to. I wasn’t in any danger, so I could enjoy the dream.’


‘Enjoy a nightmare?’


‘It wasn’t a nightmare anymore. Once I knew I was dreaming, I could control the dream, do whatever I wanted. I could change it. I could have fun. I could get revenge on my enemies, the monsters. I could fly, I could do anything. One time—’


‘What are you guys talking about?’ Chuck put his pizza on the table and sat down next to Clare.


‘Hilary was telling me about her dreams.’


‘Other people’s dreams are always boring.’


‘I was explaining about lucid dreaming. That’s the name for the kind of dream you have when you know you’re dreaming.’


‘How can it be dreaming if you know you’re dreaming? It doesn’t make sense. You know when you’re awake; you don’t when you’re asleep. If you think you’re dreaming you’re really just lying there awake, thinking about something.’


‘Just because it doesn’t happen to you, Chuck, doesn’t mean it doesn’t happen. I know the difference between thinking and dreaming. And I’m not the only one who has lucid dreams; it’s been written about. I even saw something on TV once—’


‘You’d probably see everything on TV, if you watched long enough. I saw something last night you wouldn’t believe.’


It was useless to attempt a conversation against Chuck’s inclinations. Hilary dug into her salad and munched with single-minded intensity. Clare wasn’t sorry. Talk about dreaming made her uneasy. It was nothing to do with her, she thought, she didn’t dream. At least, she never remembered her dreams, which amounted to the same thing. She didn’t know what had made her suggest the idea to Hilary, unless perhaps it was the truth. Maybe she had been dreaming about the past, about Thomas and Waters and her own miserable adolescent self, and that was why memory had struck her such a fierce blow just now. She had heard about psychedelic ‘flashbacks’, but she had always avoided drugs. She did not often think about the past; certainly not that past. She couldn’t avoid the occasional memories, of course, but she never dwelt on them, and she’d never before felt herself taken over by the past, almost forced into reliving it.


She had closed the door on that place firmly and locked it shut as soon as she could after leaving home. That was called repression, and it had a bad name, but she would take any amount of repression over obsession. She knew obsession at first hand, that relentless, guilty reliving, as if by thinking about it enough she could change the past. Well, you couldn’t change the past, you could only change the future, if you were careful enough about the present.


She lived in this present by choice. She had chosen not to live in the past, not to remember, not to regret. Only now she wondered if it were really a matter of choice. What if some other part of herself – the part that remembered, the part that dreamed – had never let go of the past, had never wholeheartedly embraced her current life?


‘Clare?’


Both Chuck and Hilary were looking at her inquiringly. She had no idea what they’d been talking about.


‘I’m sorry, I must have drifted off for a minute.’


‘I said, it’s about time we thought about getting back,’ said Chuck.


‘But you’ve hardly touched your salad,’ said Hilary. ‘I’ll stay till you’re finished; Chuck, you go on.’


‘Girl-talk, I know,’ he said. ‘Catch you guys later.’


She was shocked to realize that nearly forty minutes had passed since they’d sat down to eat. Her mind might have drifted, she might have been brooding on her own problems for five minutes, but – forty?


‘So what is it?’ asked Hilary gently. ‘Tell me about it?’


‘There’s nothing to tell. I was just … thinking. Mind wandering. I know it’s rude, but that’s all it was. Guess I’m tired.’


‘That’s not like you.’


The comment struck too close to her own fears. Fast, before she could think about it, she said, ‘Well, I didn’t get much sleep last night. I was up late. With somebody. Somebody I just met.’


Hilary’s face lit with pleasure. ‘Aww, that’s great! I hope it works out.’


‘Thanks. But it probably won’t; I—’


‘Hey, don’t be so negative! It’s really great you’ve met someone, whatever happens.’


She shrugged, feeling herself blushing, hating herself.


Why did she have to lie. Why let Hilary believe, just as she had made Paul believe, that she might want him? But it was easier than trying to tell the truth. They were only colleagues, after all, not close friends. ‘Come on, let’s go, I’ve got a lot to do today.’


‘But you haven’t eaten—’


‘I’m not hungry.’


‘Aww, true love,’ said Hilary with a sigh and a giggle.


At the office, Clare plunged back into work, leaving her personal concerns outside. She would think about her problem – if it was a problem and not just tiredness – later, she told herself, secure in the knowledge that her socially well-organized weekend would not allow time for brooding.


She did regret lying about not being hungry, though. If she’d brought the salad away with her she could have nibbled at it from her desk, instead of having to break her self-imposed rule about empty calories and sneak down to the vending machine for a candy bar. Then, soaring on a sugar high, she was able to work until something brought her crashing down.


It was on the screen, in the middle of an otherwise ordinary list of purchase orders from July last. For a brief moment she thought it was a computer glitch, the sort of thing that had happened when she and the system were new to each other: strange hieroglyphics would appear on the screen, the program revealing its codes in response to a command she was unaware of having given.


But she knew perfectly well that these were not computer codes. They were mathematical equations. She looked at them with almost recognition, and into her mind came a thought, glowing like the lines on the screen: This is Dr Beckett’s work.


She hit the exit key and called the file up again immediately, hoping the intrusive elements would have disappeared, but they were still there, nearly a whole page of them, leading, presumably, eventually, to some abstruse conclusion.


As if someone else, a mathematician (Dr Beckett), had come in while Clare was away from her desk and used the opportunity to jot down the details of a problem she was halfway to solving. But she hadn’t been away from her desk. And there was no Dr Beckett.


First Thomas, then Waters, now Dr Beckett. Were all the ghosts of her sixteenth year come back to haunt her?


Dr Beckett was a fantasy figure from her teens, the grown-up she might become if she ever managed to get through high school, college, and graduate school to a career as a real mathematician. Dr Beckett couldn’t change the past, but thinking about her was a relief from the present, a promise that there would be a future. And it was a future that seemed like heaven to the young Lucy Clare: to be a college professor, to spend all her waking hours in the pure, unemotional, invisible world of mathematics, to live alone in a Manhattan apartment, far from anyone who had known her when she was young and helpless.


But Clare’s life had taken a different turning. She had reached the limits of her interest and ability in math before she was twenty. She had never taken a doctorate; somehow or other she had become a CPA instead. Looking at these equations now on her screen was like staring at lines written in a foreign language – but it was a language that she once had studied and, no matter how deeply buried, some understanding of it must be stored away in her brain. She could have written them. Even though she had no memory of having done it, even though she hadn’t the least idea of what they meant, she must have done it, must have keyed in every single letter, number and symbol herself – because there was no one else who could have.


Her heart thudded unpleasantly as she deleted the unwanted material. But even when darkness had gobbled every last line, the equations still glowed, mocking and mysterious, in her memory.


Had she been dreaming, or in some sort of fugue state? She looked at the clock on the wall beside her print of Vermeer’s ‘The Lacemaker,’ but the time, 3:10, told her nothing, because she couldn’t remember how long she had been working on these particular accounts. She’d always had the ability to switch off while she was working, to pay attention to the immediate task at hand without distraction. Sometimes it was like working in her sleep, and only now did it occur to her that, as a blessing, that particular ability was awfully like a curse.


She realized she was hyperventilating and struggled to take control of her breathing. Calm. Stay calm. There was nothing to get upset about.


But there was. She was out of control –


No. She was in control, calm, regulating her breathing and her thoughts. And nothing so very bad had happened. An attack of the memories. Uncharacteristic behavior. Losing track of time. A blackout? If that happened again, she’d see a doctor. But it wasn’t that bad.


She needed to talk to someone. And the only person she could imagine talking to, the only person who knew her well enough to possibly understand, was her friend Sophie.


She looked at the clock again. Sophie wouldn’t be home from work for a couple of hours, so no point in calling. She lived about fifty miles away, right out in the country, but on a Friday that was no problem. Clare could do what she often did, and spend the night after a long evening of good talk and wine. Just the thought of unburdening herself, of her best friend’s sympathetic eyes and mellow laughter, made her feel better.


And then she remembered: she already had plans for this evening. She was meeting three other women – onetime fellow-campaigners for the late, lamented Equal Rights Amendment – for a meal which had already been rescheduled twice. She bit her lip. She couldn’t cancel now. Feeling strange and wanting to talk to Sophie about it was not exactly an emergency. She sighed. It would have to wait. Sophie might have other plans for this evening herself. Not for the first time, she wished that when Sophie had come back from her disastrous foray into the Manhattan art world she had really come home to Virgil and settled somewhere nearby instead of burying herself out in the sticks. But it was her own fault. If she hadn’t been so heavily involved with Barry at the time, and dreaming, so unrealistically, of marriage, she might have picked up on the idea of sharing a house with her friend. They might still be living together now, might have bought a house together, and she’d have someone to go home to after work –


Annoyed, she pulled herself out of her reverie. She had to stop doing that. The past was gone, and no amount of imagining alternative scenarios could change what had happened. She had to get on with the present. Which was, right now, at least another hour’s work on this mind-numbing audit before she could go home.


Home was a small house on Meadow Forest Lane, in a newish northwestern subdivision of Virgil, her own house, bought three years ago. It had been built five years before that, and looked so much like all the other houses in the subdivision that once, when a heavy snowfall had hidden the street signs, she had driven into what she thought was her own driveway and been irritated to discover that the automatic garage door wouldn’t open. Her irritation had turned to worry when she couldn’t fit her key into the front door lock, and to a baffled, growing unease as she began to notice other things which were wrong. Somebody had taken away her blue Chinese pot and replaced it with a cast-iron footscraper in the shape of a dachshund.


She felt a nightmarish sense of dislocation. The house was known and yet strange, it should have been hers, but wasn’t. Not knowing what else to do, she got back into the car (wondering, as she did, how she could be sure it was really hers) and drove around the block … and there, of course, was her own house, where it had always been, on the next street. She had simply taken the wrong turning, onto Lake Forest, the street before hers.


She thought about that experience now, as she drove home, automatically counting off the turnings and reading the street signs even though, after three years, she knew her way by heart. It might have made a funny story, told against herself or as a wry comment on modern architecture and the lack of imagination that went into constructing ‘affordable’ housing, but she had been too disturbed by the experience to turn it into a story for anyone, even Sophie.


Yet surely it was a simple enough mistake, the sort of thing that could have happened to anyone under similar circumstances. The only unusual thing was her response, the intensity of her terror when it seemed, for a few minutes, that her home had been taken over by strangers.


The fear of being dispossessed. Of not belonging, here, or anywhere. To wake and find yourself in a strange place, with no idea of how to get home, or where home was.


But this was her home, she told herself as she pulled into the driveway that evening. This was the home she had made for herself in the town where she had always lived, and no one could take it away from her. Not, anyway, as long as she kept up the monthly payments, which she could easily do as long as she had a job – which she was in no danger of losing.


As she entered the house, walked into the familiar space with its faint, familiar smell and light colours, she felt some of the tension go out of her back and shoulders. She was home where she belonged, re-entering her shell. Her earlier fears now seemed exaggerated, unnecessary, and she wondered how much had been some sort of emotional hang-over from waking up to find a stranger in her bed. It was his strangeness which had infected her, which had seemed to dispossess her. But he was gone now, and she was home where she belonged. She looked around at the cream-colored walls, at the big, comfortable, oatmeal-colored couch, at the fireplace and the watercolor landscape above it in shades of blue and gray to match the hand-woven rug Sophie had made her for a house-warming present. Everything was hers, familiar, neat, and in its place; she’d tidied away the messy reminders of the previous night before she left for work.


She walked into the clean, white and yellow kitchen and poured herself a glass of orange juice. The light on the answering machine was blinking. She took a sip of cold juice and then pressed the message play button.


‘Hi, Clare, this is Cam. Tried to get you at your office, but you’d left. No such luck for me; I’m going to be working all weekend. I know what they say about about all work and no play, but I’ll try not to turn into mad Jack even if I can’t escape to the movies with you on Saturday. We’ll do it another time, OK? Ciao.’


She frowned, reflexively, before remembering that she’d planned to stand him up if Sophie turned out to be free on Saturday. Cam was someone she had known since high school – although they hadn’t been friends, then – and for the past five years or more they’d been indulging their similar tastes in movies by going out together two or three times a month. That was about all they shared, although occasionally when she needed a presentable male escort he would come to her aid. She thought he was gay; she wasn’t sure because she actually knew very little about him; they simply didn’t talk about their lives with each other. They went to the movies instead.
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