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NO REGRETS



In fifteen years, Miranda Ackerman hadn’t changed her style. She still looked as she had as a student in her blue jeans and Indian blouse, with her long straight hair, and spectacles so large and round they seemed a comic affectation. But behind the glasses were webs of fine lines, and strands of silver glittered in her brown hair. She was thirty-six years old, not a student but the university’s guest, the visiting poet.


As she left the aeroplane, Miranda imagined the person who would have been sent to meet her. She could see her already, a senior or first-year graduate student, heart-breakingly young and earnest, skittish in her shyness. She would have forsaken her customary denims for a dress or a suit in an attempt to look mature, and she would be surprised by the poet’s youthful, casual air. Hearing the student’s somewhat breathless, Texas-accented voice, in her struggle to be articulate, Miranda would be able to recognise herself at twenty-one and feel an almost painful tenderness.


She knew them well, these faithful students; she met them wherever she went on the lecture circuit. And as she came down the red-carpeted hall into the main concourse of the airport, Miranda saw a girl so precisely as she had imagined that she might have created her.


Sleek, shoulder-length dark hair; a soft, oval face with the prettiness of youth; an alarmingly new and businesslike three-piece grey suit. Dark eyes widened as Miranda approached: she seemed a horse about to bolt.


‘Miranda Ackerman?’


‘Yes.’ Miranda smiled. ‘You must be—’


‘Sarah Wells. From Burnham University … I’ve come to drive you there.’


Miranda pitied her nervousness and wished she could banish it with a word. But it would take time. The sixty-mile drive to Burnham would provide that.


Soon, as Miranda had expected, Sarah’s admiration for the poet – for the life, revealed in a teasingly autobiographical novel, and for the poems – spilled out in a rush of words.


‘Changing the Universe is probably my favourite book. I don’t know how many times I’ve read it. Some of those poems I really identify with. Especially “No Regrets”. That one made me cry. It made me think about my own future, about the choices I’ll have to make. But I don’t think I could be as brave as you!’


Knowing the answer already, Miranda asked, ‘Do you write poetry?’


Sarah gave her a shy, sideways look before returning her attention to the road. ‘Well, yes. It’s not very good. Sometimes I despair! You’ll have to read it and tell me the truth about it – I really want you to. I’ve already signed up to take your course, so there’s no escape. Actually, it’s not all so bad – I’ve had some of it published. But only in the school magazine, so that doesn’t mean much. If you saw some of the garbage they publish – well you will see it, of course. I can hardly believe it. Whatever made you – I mean, it’s incredibly lucky for me, for all of us, of course, but I couldn’t believe it when I heard you were coming here. I mean, Burnham University, of all places! Hicksville, USA!’


Miranda felt herself prickling defensively, but she said mildly, ‘I didn’t come for a vacation, you know. I came to teach.’


‘Yes, but why? Wouldn’t you rather be writing?’


‘Of course, but poets have to eat, too. I’m used to living cheaply, but no one can live on air. You must know how little the magazines pay, when they pay at all.’


‘But you’ve had books published.’


‘One of my classes will be about the economics of being a poet in present-day America,’ Miranda said. ‘I can’t live on my royalties. I depend on readings and lectures and special courses. I make my living from schools and universities, not my poetry. Although, of course, if it wasn’t for the poems they wouldn’t be interested in me.’


‘Mmm,’ said Sarah dubiously. ‘Still, Burnham. It must seem awful, after San Francisco and New York.’


‘San Francisco and New York weren’t offering,’ Miranda responded rather tartly. ‘Burnham made me a very good offer: two semesters teaching, a light course load, with accommodation. I’ll have lots of time to write, and I can save a lot of money. I was very lucky to get the job.’


It was the truth – she had told herself just that to counter the sinking feeling in her stomach as she looked at the return address on the letter from the head of the English department. Because the rest of the truth, which she had no intention of telling this admiring student, was that this was the year when she’d had no choice. This was the year of wage freezes and changes in hiring policy, the first time her applications had been answered with form rejection letters. The happy days of balancing the drawbacks of Ohio against those of Kansas, the attractions of Ithaca versus Austin were ended. It was Burnham, or it was back to waitressing, and Miranda didn’t like to admit that both choices had felt like defeat.


‘I only meant – well, of course, you couldn’t know what Burnham is like,’ Sarah said. ‘I hope you don’t find it too awful. I don’t mean the University, anyway, that’s not so bad. But the town – it’s such a smug, boring, rednecked little place. I don’t guess you’ve ever been there before.’


Briefly, Miranda was tempted to lie. But lies had a way of catching up with you. And what did it matter? She had made her escape, years ago. She said, ‘Actually, I have. I lived in Burnham once, for about a year.’


‘You did!’ Sarah sounded at once appalled and delighted: Miranda could see her storing away this bit of information for future examination and comfort, perhaps to take courage from the poet’s example. ‘But I thought – you didn’t get your degree there?’


‘No, I wasn’t at the University. My boyfriend was a student. I went to Burnham to be with him.’


‘What happened?’


‘You know what happened. You’ve read my novel, and my poems,’ Miranda said. ‘I ran away. I wanted to write, and I had to be free to do that. He wanted me to marry him, to give up my dreams and take on his, to be his wife and the mother of his children, to spend all my time taking care of him. I chose to live for myself. To be a poet.’


She had made her choice, and that was all there was to be said, Miranda thought. She knew that Sarah, unlike others before her, would not doubt the necessity, would not plead for her own future by demanding, ‘Why couldn’t you have both? Can’t poets marry? Not all men are like that – why should we have to choose?’


Sarah said only, ‘Do you ever think about it? Do you ever wonder how it might have been if you’d stayed, if you’d never left Burnham?’


Miranda looked out of the window at the highway sign. Five miles to Burnham.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Of course I do. “No Regrets” – that’s what the poem is all about.’


Outside already were the first signs of civilisation: billboards advertising restaurants and motels. There, where Miranda remembered green fields and grazing cattle, she saw hard white concrete glittering in the sun, glass storefronts and evergreen shrubs in stone troughs, a rustic wooden sign proclaiming CEDAR CROSS VILLAGE.


And then they were in the town. But it wasn’t the sleepy, rural village Miranda remembered – it might almost have been a city, or at least a prosperous suburb of Houston or Dallas. The road they were on had been widened to five lanes (a centre lane for turning) and on either side stretched restaurants, supermarkets, office buildings and clusters of shops, all looking clean, shiny and new.


Miranda held on to her astonishment. Of course it had changed. Even Burnham had marched into the present along with the rest of the world. The old steak house – once the only real restaurant in town – was a familiar landmark with its rough-hewn limestone walls and circling neon wagon-wheel sign, but sharing a parking lot with it now were a Chinese restaurant and a Baskin-Robbins.


‘Same old dump,’ said Sarah, sighing.


‘You should have seen it fifteen years ago,’ Miranda said. ‘I see you’ve got a movie theatre now.’


‘Oh, that’s the Twin. They show real junk there. The one I like is on the other side of campus – they get in some good foreign films. But there were some threats that the city council might force them to close down after they screened “In the Realm of the Senses”. I never saw it – one showing and boom! There went the print. Still, I guess it could be worse.’


‘It could be worse,’ Miranda agreed. ‘In my day – listen to me, I sound ancient! – in my day, young lady, we had to drive to Houston if we wanted to see a movie, and forget that pornographic stuff, because it didn’t exist in this State.’ She caught sight of a sign advertising a wet T-shirt contest. ‘Is that a bar? You mean this isn’t a dry county any more? Movies, booze, what more could you want?’


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Sarah. ‘Sophistication, intellectual conversation, enlightenment, live theatre, a decent local newspaper, better bookstores, fewer rednecks.’


‘You’re talking about Paradise, kid. People in New York want all that, too.’ Then the tension inside her squeezed her throat shut as the familiar ugly buildings and beautiful landscaping of the campus came into view. This was the part of town she knew best; these the visual images that came to mind when she thought of Burnham, and fifteen years and a few extra buildings couldn’t hide or change it. The squat concrete blocks surrounded by brilliantly green grass and old oak trees hung with Spanish moss, the auditorium that looked like a flying saucer, the tacky jumble of stores and fast-food joints that made up ‘the Strip’ – then past the ugly barracks of married student housing, still there although Miranda recalled they had been called ‘temporary’ from the time they were erected, twenty years before.


As if tracing the path of Miranda’s memory to its inevitable conclusion, Sarah turned down a side road, and then turned again onto Goddard Lane. It was all so familiar that it did not seem odd, even when Sarah turned in at the driveway of the corner house and switched off the engine.


‘Here we are,’ she said.


The house itself was still the same, although the pecan trees around it were larger and leafier, and the deep-set porch, always its most attractive feature, now boasted the wooden bench-swing which Miranda and Richard had never been able to afford. It was a single-storey wooden house, painted grey with white trim, a comfortable, old, welcoming home.


Feeling a prickle of unease, Miranda looked at the smiling girl beside her. ‘How did you know?’


‘This is where you’re going to be living,’ Sarah said.


The unease changed to fear. It wasn’t a joke. Miranda reached to touch the door handle, ready to bolt, and turned on Sarah sharply. ‘Who told you to bring me here? Tell me the truth.’


Sarah drew back. ‘What’s wrong? It’s all yours – the whole house. It’s really great, I’ve been inside.’


‘Is this where all the visiting lecturers stay?’


‘I don’t know. The University owns it, but there are also guest quarters attached to a couple of the dorms. This is just as close to campus, and it’s a whole house. Of course, if you don’t like the house, I guess—’


‘Oh, I like the house,’ Miranda said. She detected no dishonesty in Sarah, and knew her own reaction must have seemed odd. It must be coincidence. It was only a house. ‘I’ve always liked it. It was hard to walk away from it fourteen years ago, very hard.’ She watched the understanding appear in Sarah’s eyes. ‘I sure never thought I’d come back.’ She laughed, ruefully. ‘I suppose, like this, it’s all right. Victory, not retreat. Come on, show me around. I want to see if it has changed as much as I have.’


The first thing she noticed as she came through the door was the smell. Even after fourteen years of different occupants, different furniture, fresh coats of paint and floor polish, the house retained its own, faint, distinctive scent. Despite her unease the recognition stirred her. It was like coming home.


She walked slowly, quietly through the house, as if afraid of disturbing someone. The furniture was all new and strange to her, but that wasn’t important. The basics remained the same. The walls were still a pinkish shade of white, the floors were still bare, polished boards gleaming golden-brown between the scattered rugs. More than that, the shape and size of the building was what she remembered, what had always impressed her most. A series of high, spacious, airy rooms, living room opening into dining room opening into kitchen. In contrast, behind them, was what she thought of as the spine of the house, the dark hallway which twisted from the front door to the back, connecting the three bedrooms on the east side with the three living rooms on the west side of the house. The hallway reminded Miranda of a secret passage. It seemed to her that it ran parallel to, but separate from, the real life of the house. It was the surprise hidden behind those so-open rooms, concealing and revealing. It had stirred the child in Richard, Miranda recalled. He had loved to play impromptu games of hide and seek, sometimes startling, sometimes annoying, sometimes delighting her with his ability to keep out of sight, ducking from room to room, into the hall and out of it again, evading her pursuit.


‘Is it the way you remember it?’


Sarah’s voice startled her, coming from behind. Hadn’t she just heard footsteps ahead, echoing down the hall from the kitchen? A trick of acoustics, Miranda decided.


She hadn’t thought of Richard in years, but now, in this house …


‘Have you heard of someone named Richard Terrell?’ she asked Sarah.


‘Doctor Terrell? Sure, I take his course. Is he the one who invited you to teach at Burnham?’


Of course he was. His name had never been mentioned in correspondence – someone else was the Head of the English Department – but of course. Miranda was frozen by the sudden certainty that she had walked into a trap. Richard’s trap. He had waited for fourteen years, and now she couldn’t move as she felt the house close in on her, and knew she had only dreamed of escaping. She had never really left.


Sarah was talking – something about bus schedules and telephone books and groceries. Miranda could hardly hear her. She was struggling, running around inside her head like a rat in a maze, unable to see the exit. She’d signed a contract. She was stuck here. She could run away, hitch to Houston and use her return ticket to fly home tonight. But she’d sub-let her apartment – she had no home. She had friends she could stay with in New Orleans – or Denver – she could fly anywhere in the world, there was no one to stop her. She’d done it before. She would survive, get a job as a waitress and write in her spare time. The sales, the readings would come. It would be tough, but she could manage.


‘Miss Ackerman? Is there anything else? I mean, do you want me to drive you somewhere? Or stay here and help you unpack?’


Sarah’s fresh, young face brought her back to reality. Yes, of course she could leave. But she didn’t have to. There was no trap. The past fourteen years were no dream. She wasn’t an untried girl anymore. She was Miranda Ackerman, the visiting poet. She had escaped from Burnham and returned to tell the tale.


‘No, thank you, Sarah,’ she said. ‘You’ve been very helpful. I’ll be all right now. I think I’ll just spend the evening unpacking and get myself settled in.’


But when Sarah had gone and Miranda began unpacking, she found herself with a problem. The small bedroom at the back of the house, opposite the kitchen, had been furnished as a study with desk, filing cabinet and bookshelves. It was obviously intended for her use. And yet she froze in the doorway, an intruder, unable to enter, seeing Richard there working at the table.


The old card-table had been folded up and taken away long ago, along with Richard’s books and files. Miranda forced herself to enter, to sit in the black office-chair, to add her own books to the few standard reference works already on the shelves.


The sound of footsteps in the hall made her whirl around. She held her breath, listening, then called, ‘Sarah, is that you?’


No reply, but someone might be standing in the hall, listening to her, perhaps hiding a smile.


‘Sarah?’


There was no one when she leaned into the hall, but she walked down the corridor to check. In the kitchen she stood very still, listening, straining her ears against the silence until it ceased to be silence and fragmented into sound: voices from a distant room.


The feeling that she was not alone in the house did not leave her, and when she finally fell into bed, exhausted and confused by the events of the day, it was to the remembered sound of Richard’s voice.


‘Miranda,’ he said. ‘You … tell … I’ll … later … when … you … never … why … who … where …’


The words jangled and reverberated within the walls of the house, within the walls of her skull, but she couldn’t understand what he was trying to tell her, where or why he was hiding, until at last she slept.


*

The next day, Miranda had to face Burnham, to come to terms with it as her home for the next year. She longed to be able to set out in the spirit of adventure, to discover the town as she had discovered others, but that was impossible. There was nothing new for her imagination to work on: Burnham, for her, had already been invented. The many changes of the past fourteen years were superficial. They did not alter the basic character of the town any more than the new furniture had her old house. Recollections snagged her and old emotions threatened to trip her up wherever she walked. There, on that bench beneath one of the campus oaks, Richard had proposed to her. And on that corner she had stood weeping with fury, refusing to go home to him. The old student union was gone, replaced by a new building, but Miranda remembered hours spent in the coffee bar and the game room on that site.


The head of the English Department, a distracted, strawcoloured man called Coker, gave her a stack of forms to read and took her to lunch at the Faculty Club. She was too tense to eat much, worried that Richard was around and might see her before she saw him.


‘What about the rest of the staff?’ she asked.


‘Good people,’ said Coker automatically. ‘Good people. You’ll meet them tonight. Party at my house, BYOB. Well, no, you don’t have to – you’re guest of honour, at least this time. We’re very informal around here, you’ll find. Some of the students will be there, too. Good chance for you to meet them before classes start.’


Waiting, she was strung taut. She was annoyed with herself for worrying, for being obsessed with an old boyfriend, a man she hadn’t seen for fourteen years. She hoped that seeing him would break the spell. On her way to the party she tried on attitudes as if they were dresses, and prepared herself with a few witty lines.


She tried to take in the whole room at a glance, her nerves quivering, her ears fine-tuned to pick up the faintest sound of his voice amid the room full of conversation. She peered closely at strangers, barely registering their names as she tried to find some resemblance to the man she had once known, as she tried to imagine how greatly he might have changed in fourteen years. Would he be bald, fat, bearded – homosexual?


When it grew later and the guests began to leave, Miranda finally had to ask Coker.


‘Terrell? Oh, yeah, Emily said he’d phoned – said he was real sorry he couldn’t come, but one of his kids was sick, his daughter had a fever and he didn’t like to leave her.’


His daughter. The word sliced through her. So Richard had children. Of course he did. Why should that thought disturb her? Why was it so painful? It felt like jealousy – and she didn’t like to think about that.


She found the porch light shining when she went home, just as if someone had left it on for her. She had no memory of having turned it on herself, and when she entered the house she had the strong impression that someone had just slipped down the hall ahead of her.


She went through every room in the house, turning on all the lights, but found no one.


‘Miranda …’


His voice shivered the air, sent a chill down her spine. ‘Richard, damn you, show yourself!’ she called, and ran, ducking in and out of the hall, weaving as complex and rapid a path as she could, but she couldn’t catch him. She couldn’t even glimpse him, although she heard his laughter, very close.


‘Damn you,’ she muttered. She stopped, and listened to the thudding of her own heart, realising she was drunk. There was no one in the house. The doors were locked, the windows closed. Central air-conditioning had been installed since her day, so she switched it on and turned off all the lights and went to bed.


She slept badly. It was to be expected. The first few nights in a strange bed were always difficult. That this was a familiar house only added to the problem. Instead of waking disoriented, as she usually did, she woke knowing exactly where she was, puzzled by the fact that she was alone. She should be used to sleeping alone by now – she hadn’t had a steady boyfriend in more than two years. Whom was she reaching for, whose absence surprised her into wakefulness time and again when her arms closed on emptiness? She knew, and tried to pretend she didn’t.


The last time she woke the bedside clock said seven. It was earlier than she usually rose, but it was morning, and she was glad to end her battle with sleep. For a while she simply lay in bed listening to the sounds of the house, listening to voices from another room.


It took some time for her to register that something was wrong. She was so accustomed to life in rented rooms, in cheap, thin-walled apartments where the sounds of other lives provided counterpart to her own, that she did not at first remember that she was in a house now. And alone. Then the blood pounded so hard in her ears that she couldn’t hear the voices.


An automatic clock-radio, she thought. Or an open window, children playing on the lawn. She pulled on her robe and went into the hall. Above the soft hiss of the air conditioning she heard two voices, not loud, but clearly coming from the other bedroom. A man’s voice, and a child’s. The man speaking softly, the child laughing with pleasure.


Some mistake. A man and a child in her house? Nothing to fear, only some mistake.


‘Excuse me—’


Her voice sounded harsh in the empty room. Sunlight came through the glass. Dust motes rose from the golden floor. The room was empty. The guest-room. Once her work-room, it would have been the nursery if she’d married Richard and had his child.


That thought carried with it a sense of loss so powerful that it frightened her more than the imaginary voices. Miranda turned blindly from the emptiness and walked.


The smell of coffee tickled her nose and drew her on, and when she came to the doorway of the kitchen she smiled at the common, everyday sight of Richard tending the bubbling percolator.


Then she grabbed the doorframe to steady herself, and Richard was gone as if he had never been. But the fragrance lingered, teasing her with its insubstantial reality.


She marched across the checkered linoleum floor, but the stove was cold, and the percolator did not exist. She had been imagining things, reliving the past. She had, in other words, seen a ghost.


Miranda went through the motions of preparing a cup of instant coffee, moving stiffly and cautiously, afraid of colliding with the invisible. Hairs prickled at the back of her neck, and she stared fixedly at her own hands as she worked, trying not to see the movements which teased at the corners of her sight. She bore her cup of coffee back to bed, gliding down the hall with eyes fixed straight ahead, refusing to be tempted by visions.


But by the time she had finished drinking her coffee, sitting cosy in bed and watching the room fill up with sunlight, Miranda was no longer afraid. Instead, she was interested, and rather pleased with herself. It wasn’t everyone who could see ghosts, after all. It was a gift, like poetry. No ghastly spirits haunted her – it was her own past. Miranda did not usually think of herself as having a past. She was still young, an itinerant poet of no fixed address, and a past was something that she would acquire with age, like a house, a husband, children …


Miranda looked at her hands, wondering if they were the hands of a young woman. It wasn’t too late, was it? In four years she would be forty. She had never, despite all the speeches she’d made, resolutely turned away from the possibility of a husband, even children. She had not thought, when she ran away from Richard and what he offered, that she was making the choice for all eternity. Did she really want to be single all her life? Would the day ever come when she admitted it was too late? And would she know, then, that she had made a mistake?


She got up and went down the hall to her office. As an exercise, a beginning in a new place, Miranda set herself to write a poem about the house. The words came quickly, and she took it down like dictation. But when she had finished a draft she frowned in dismay. It was too easy; it was too familiar. Hadn’t she written this before? It wasn’t very good, in any case. She crumpled the paper in her hand and threw the ball at the waste-basket just as a wave of déjà vu made her dizzy.


*

Her first class, that afternoon, restored her self-esteem. The students were bright, eager, interested and impressed to be in the presence of Miranda Ackerman. Afterwards, almost singing, she went along to the English Department, and there was Richard, leaning against a wall.


For a moment she stared and said nothing, taking him for his ghost. Then he shifted, and grinned, and said, ‘Hello, Miranda. I’m sorry I had to miss your party.’


She saw then that he had put on weight, and his hair was cut short. He had changed in many small ways, but he was the same and she knew him. ‘It’s nice to see you again.’


‘You too. I thought maybe, if you have some time, we could have a cup of coffee together? Just chat? I have a class an hour from now, but if you’re free – would that be okay?’


She realised he was nervous, and suddenly everything was easy. She smiled. ‘Yes, I’d like that.’


He took her, apologising, to the Faculty Club, and Miranda exerted herself to be as charming and friendly to him as she would have been to any agreeable stranger. The past was between them like a pane of glass. It kept them apart, but it allowed them to see each other.


‘You’ll have to come over for dinner one evening,’ he said.


‘Yes, I’d like that.’ It was true. This man was a stranger to her, and it might be possible to become his friend. ‘Where do you live?’


‘Oh, not far from you, on the corner of Live Oak and Glen Valley, just a few blocks north of Goddard—’ he stopped, looking uncomfortable, and Miranda remembered her earlier suspicions.


‘You know where I’m living.’


She knew that guilty expression. ‘Look, please don’t think I had anything to do with it—’


‘Why should I think that?’


‘The Housing Department made all the arrangements. They don’t consult the English Department. There’s no way I could – Honestly, you can’t think—’


The pane of glass was gone; he was too close. Miranda said sharply, ‘Of course I don’t think you had anything to do with where I live. Why should you? It was just a funny coincidence – like my coming back to Burnham at all. I’m not the person I was when I left here, and neither are you.’


‘Then you don’t mind living there?’


‘Why should I?’


He shrugged, not meeting her challenge. ‘It was a long time ago.’


He couldn’t be mourning her still. He was married now, he had children. Miranda thought of how much stronger unhappy memories were than happy ones. Ghosts were traditionally unhappy. On impulse she said, ‘How long did you live in that house after I left?’


He sighed, giving in. ‘Three years.’


‘Alone?’


Richard nodded. ‘Except for the ghosts.’


‘Ghosts!’ She felt betrayed. She’d thought they were her ghosts.


He gave her a thoughtful look. ‘In a manner of speaking. I was haunted by you after you went away. I’d hear your voice in another room, or your footsteps down the hall. When I went to look, I’d find no one. In a way I couldn’t believe you’d gone. The house never felt empty. Sometimes I’d catch glimpses of you smiling at me from across the room, or walking past the bedroom door.’


Miranda shivered. ‘What do you mean? Do you mean you couldn’t stop thinking about me, or do you mean my ghost was actually there in the house?’


‘Is there a difference? Does it matter? I don’t know if anyone else could have seen you, because I led a pretty reclusive life and there was hardly ever anyone else in the house. I never thought I was imagining it – it was too real. Even though I knew you’d left, it was as if a part of you had stayed behind, because I needed you. Why? Have you seen anything since you’ve been back?’


Miranda smiled and drew back, shaking her head. ‘You expect me to see my own ghost?’


‘I guess not … but you might see mine.’


She lost her smile. ‘Is that why you had me put in that house? To haunt me?’


Richard looked at his watch. ‘I told you, I didn’t have anything to do with where they put you. And I have a class now; I’ve got to go.’


Now he was running, she thought, just as she had always run rather than argue with him. She stood up as he did and said, ‘I’d like to forget the past and start over again with you, Richard. Can’t you?’


He smiled at her. ‘I already have.’ The pane of glass was back, solidly in place between them.


*

Miranda didn’t expect to see the ghost again. Seeing Richard had been an exorcism, she thought. His present self drove out the past, and she could no longer believe in the Richard of fourteen years ago. But later that day, sitting at her desk, writing in her journal, Miranda felt herself being watched. When she looked around she heard faint sounds outside, as if someone had scurried away.


Trying to remember if she had locked the door behind her, Miranda rose, calling, ‘Is someone there?’


As she stepped into the hall she saw a flash of colour as someone ducked into the dining room. Her heart thumped and she ran forward. The dining room was empty when she got there, and so, too, the living room. But there was someone in the house. Someone was playing with her.


After a moment’s thought, she let herself collapse into a deep, padded chair in the living room, one which commanded a view of the door into the hall as well as the door into the dining room.


‘Come out, come out, wherever you are,’ she called above the noise of her own heart. Her fingers dug grooves in the chair arms as she looked tensely back and forth.


From the hall a faint sound: shoes squeaking on polished boards. And then, quite distinctly, a giggle. While Miranda held her breath, a little girl peeped shyly around the door from the hallway. She was tiny, surely no more than three or four years old, with sparkling grey eyes and brown hair pulled tightly into two stubby pigtails.


Miranda smiled and let out her breath in relief, but before she could say a word the little girl had vanished.


Miranda jumped up and ran into the hall to look for her but she already knew it was hopeless. The girl had not run away; she had disappeared. The house was empty.


The house was haunted. She wasn’t alone. Miranda began to shake, no longer charmed by the idea of her own private ghosts. There were others in the house, invisible, insubstantial people leading lives parallel to her own, in other times. Other times just as real as this present in which she was anchored. Perhaps it was the same everywhere, invisible crowds of people moving through one another unknowing, but here in this house the veil of time which should have kept things separate had torn. Things slipped through, people. Miranda feared a collision.


Claustrophobic, oppressed by other lives, Miranda left the house, needing an escape from all the invisible people trapped within the walls of her house. It was time for dinner, so she went to a sandwich bar near campus, one which Sarah had told her was a preferred student hangout, and brooded over her pastrami on rye.


Could anyone else see the ghosts? She thought of Richard, but then dismissed him. He had been speaking in metaphor, talking about memory and regrets. She didn’t like the idea that she and Richard shared this special sensitivity; she preferred to believe seeing ghosts was her own individual talent.


She looked around the bar at students eating, drinking, talking together and playing video games, and realised she was the oldest person there by at least fifteen years. She felt a surge of disappointment and then annoyance: first at Sarah for recommending this as a good place to meet people, and then at herself for expecting something else. People her age didn’t hang around in student snack bars. She still thought of herself as young, a girl, and gravitated to student hang-outs from long habit. But the slim, hard bodies and blank young faces around her made her feel ancient. She realised she had come looking for someone, hoping she wouldn’t have to go home tonight. But there was nothing here for her: she was too old, and not old enough, to have a liking for boys.


So she went back to her haunted house. Walking through the warm, quiet evening, Miranda had time to reflect. The ghosts she had seen were not threatening – perhaps they even had something to offer. She wondered how many ghosts there were, how many former residents lingered on in spirit, and was tempted by the idea of getting to know them all, of becoming the woman who lived with ghosts.


Turning down Goddard Lane Miranda walked more quickly, eager to get home. She saw the house ahead, picked out of the darkness by the lights shining from the windows, and she stopped.


It had not been dark when she left the house. She was certain she had turned on no lights. Walking again she was more cautious, and left the sidewalk to approach the house from an angle, from the side, all the white staring at the bright squares of the windows.


A figure appeared like an image cast upon a screen: a man in profile. It was Richard.


Not her own, remembered, long-haired boyfriend, but short-haired Dr Richard Terrell of the English Department. Stilled by shock, Miranda stared. Something moved past another window, and then the child appeared.


Richard knelt: Miranda saw his head close to the child’s, nose to nose. She could imagine the little girl’s giggling, pleased by her father’s attention.


Richard and his daughter, playing at being ghosts.


Miranda began stalking towards the house, but then her fury turned her around. She would not walk into his trap, not this time. He was too good at playing hide-and-seek in her house.


No. She knew where he lived; she would go and wait for him. Let him walk into her trap.


‘Does your wife know where you are?’ she muttered, and grinning, broke into a run.


When she reached the corner of Live Oak and Glen Valley she was out of breath and starting to waver in her determination. She had no idea what she would say when Richard’s wife answered the door.


But Richard’s wife did not answer the door – Richard did.


Miranda stared at him. Even if he’d had a car waiting, even if he had leaped into it seconds after she’d started running, how could he have arrived without passing her, without her seeing him?


‘Miranda! What a surprise. Please come in.’ He stepped back, but she didn’t move.


‘How’d you get here so fast?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘You know what I mean! From my house!’


He frowned. ‘I’ve been here all evening.’


‘You were in my house not twenty minutes ago, with your daughter.’


‘My daughter is in bed. She has chicken pox. Look, Miranda …’


‘Richard, I saw you! In my house, with a little girl, not ten minutes ago. I saw you there as plainly as I see you now. I’m not buying the haunted house story. It was you.’


‘You’d better come in.’


As Miranda entered, a slim, dark-haired woman came into the hall.


‘This is my wife,’ Richard said. ‘Doris, this is Miranda Ackerman, the visiting poet.’


‘Oh, yes, of course! How nice to meet you. I’m sorry we couldn’t come to the party, only Beth had a raging fever and neither of us liked to leave. Richard didn’t tell me you were coming tonight.’


‘I’m glad to meet you,’ Miranda said, beginning to feel embarrassed. ‘Richard wasn’t expecting me – I just dropped by.’


‘We have something to talk over,’ Richard said to his wife. ‘I thought I’d take her into my study. Maybe you could join us a little later with some coffee?’


He led Miranda into a room comfortably filled with books, showed her to a chair and closed the door. ‘Now, what’s the problem?’


‘You tell me.’


They stared at each other. Miranda said, ‘I saw you in my house, Richard.’


He shook his head.


‘I know what I saw.’


‘You can ask Dorie. I haven’t been out all evening. And I haven’t been in the house on Goddard Lane for at least ten years. You saw my ghost.’


‘And the ghost of your daughter?’ she asked sarcastically.


He gave her a level look. ‘Our daughter. The child you never had.’


A chill went down her spine. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. We never had a child. Even if I’m seeing apparitions of the past, I couldn’t see someone who never existed.’


‘You were pregnant when you left me. You think I don’t know? You went away to have an abortion. You knew that if you stayed and told me I wouldn’t have let you. I’d have talked you into marrying me, and having the child.’


‘You’re crazy. I didn’t need a reason like that to leave you. I left you because I was miserable. I hated living in Burnham, I had to escape, I had to write my poems—’


‘Like “No Regrets”,’ he said. ‘That’s about deciding to have the abortion, and leaving me.’


‘Oh, yes, I suppose you think all my poems are about you! The great literary scholar, figuring me out from my poems. What an ego!’


‘It was nearly fourteen years ago. It’s in the past. You don’t have to justify yourself to me now. Surely you can admit that you had an abortion rather than have our child?’


‘It was fourteen years ago, yes, so why does it matter to you? Why do you need me to confess? Why dig it up?’


He sighed and sank back in his chair, running a hand through his hair absently, watching her as if he really knew her, the way a father knows a stubborn child.


‘Of course it still matters,’ he said quietly. ‘Everything matters, always. You’re the one who has dug it up. You’re the one seeing ghosts.’


She felt herself giving in. She had always given in, or run away from him. He still had that power over her – and how she resented it! – to make her feel childish and in the wrong.


‘All right,’ she said. ‘Maybe I had an abortion – but why should I see a four-year-old child? How can I see the ghost of someone who was never born?’


‘I’ll tell you what I think,’ he said. ‘Those ghosts are fragments of the past, but not the past we know. Of another, possible past, one that might have happened as easily as what we actually remember. The past I wanted – what would have happened if you hadn’t left me.’


He stopped her protest with a look and went on, ‘After you left, all I could think about was you, and what I’d lost, and whether or not you might come back, and what would have happened if I’d done things differently, if I’d been able to talk you into staying.


‘I became obsessed. I suppose, in a way, I went a little crazy. I started seeing you. I began living in an alternative reality, a kind of waking dream. In it, you’d never left. You married me and had our baby. You settled down to life in Burnham at last, and you stopped complaining.’


‘Oh, terrific. I suppose I gave up writing poetry, too?’


‘Of course not. I don’t know why you ever thought I wanted that. I was proud of you, always. You wrote – motherhood seemed to release new wells of creativity in you. You learned how to use your time, becoming far more disciplined. You won a prize, which included publication of your first book. You dedicated the collection to me and to our daughter, Helen.’


‘That’s crazy!’ Miranda said, but she recognised what he was doing. It had been a game with them, once. They made up stories about their neighbours, about strangers glimpsed on the street or in the news, great epics of ‘What would have happened if …’ they’d never met, or their parents had led different lives. She had enjoyed it because she’d been very good at it. Better than Richard, which was the problem. It had become a competition he had to win, and to make him happy she had agreed with him, repressed or altered her own best flights of fancy.
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