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It was raining the day my grandmother died. It was three years ago, in the first wave of the pandemic. We weren’t allowed to see her in the hospital; we weren’t allowed to visit. We weren’t allowed to be with her at the end: nobody was, and she died alone.


There was a video link but she didn’t want us to see her like that.


That day, all I could do was sit by the window in my room and look out on the rain and wait, and hope. I had a book open in my hands but I couldn’t focus on the words; my mind wandered and I found myself staring at the toy boat on my windowsill. It was a plain wooden boat with a square of white sail and a little matchstick figure in the stern, and I imagined it outside in the rain; it was in the gutter, and a surge of rainwater carried it racing towards the drain in front of our house. There was nothing that could be done, nothing the matchstick figure could do about it: the storm was too strong. I saw the boat spinning in the swirl of water above the drain, and just as it disappeared through the gap between the bars, the phone rang downstairs, and I heard my dad answer it, and after a bit I heard him say, ‘Thanks for letting us know,’ and I knew that my grandmother had died.


She wasn’t even particularly old, really; she was in her early sixties and full of beans, and by rights (so Dad said) she should have had another twenty years. I would have loved to have known her during those missing years: I could’ve used her advice, her help, her love, her no-nonsense approach. But it’s the way things go.


My dad didn’t cry that day – although he did later. He just went out for a walk and didn’t come back for hours, and when he did come back he was wet through and cold to the bone, and it was still raining.


It rained the whole night and all the next day, and late in the evening I saw a ghost.


I was at my window again, with a book in my hands, and when I looked up from my book there was my grandmother, coming along the street: a thin woman, in a grey coat, holding a black umbrella, walking briskly towards our house. She came up the steps, glanced at her watch and rang the doorbell.


I closed my book and went downstairs. I was alone in the house; my mum and dad had gone to make the arrangements with the funeral director.


The doorbell rang again, and I opened the door. The wind gusted in and my grandmother stepped over the threshold, and shook her umbrella, and the rain came off it like spray from a wet dog. Then she turned and looked at me, and her eyes went wide with surprise, and her face went white.


‘I’m early,’ she said.


‘But …’ I said.


But you’re dead, I was going to say.


‘Forget I was here,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t here, understand? I was never here.’


She was already on her way back out the door.


‘But Grandma,’ I said.


She looked at me. ‘I love you, Eleanor,’ she said, and then she closed the door, and I stood there in the darkened hall, breathing hard.


I realised I hadn’t told her I loved her back.


I quickly opened the door to go after her, but there was nobody there, only the wind and the rain, and when I looked up and down the road there was no sign of her.


No sign that she had ever been there.


I closed the door.


She was early, that’s what she said.


Did that mean she was going to come back?
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What was so strange about Grandma coming back like that was that she didn’t actually believe in ghosts. She didn’t believe in anything. No God, no heaven, no reincarnation, nothing.


I was not sure what I believed, and Grandma didn’t tell me what to believe either. She wanted me to make up my own mind – to believe in whatever I thought was true, so long as I was willing to stand up for it. We talked about these things many times in the years before she died. I practically lived at her house during half-terms or whenever I was off sick from school, and we talked about everything. We had conversations that lasted for days, it seemed: long meandering conversations about life, the universe and vegetarianism.


And we talked about Grandpa; he’d died two years before I was born.


‘Where is he now, do you think?’ I said, one day.


‘Hm?’ said Grandma; she was sorting through some clothes for a wash.


‘Grandpa,’ I said. ‘Where is he now?’


‘He’s in Croydon cemetery,’ she said.


‘I know that,’ I said. ‘I mean the rest of him. I mean him.’


‘I know what you meant,’ she said, putting the washing in the machine.


‘Where is he, then?’


‘Nowhere,’ she said, snapping the washing machine door shut. ‘He’s precisely nowhere. The particular arrangement of atoms and molecules that was him doesn’t exist any more. There isn’t any of him to be anywhere, if you see what I mean.’


‘You don’t think he’s come back then?’ I said.


‘As what?’


‘Somebody else,’ I said. ‘Another person on the planet.’


‘No,’ she said. She turned the washing machine on. Then she seemed to stop for a moment and think. ‘But if reincarnation is true,’ she said, ‘I expect he’s come back as a bumble bee. He loved his flowers.’


He did; the garden at the front of her house was still flourishing.


‘What about you?’ I said. ‘What do you want to come back as?’


‘I don’t want to come back as anything,’ she said. ‘The end is the end, and I’ve accepted it as such. I have no fear of death. I imagine it will be exactly the same as it was before I was born. It won’t feel like anything because I won’t be there to feel it. I’ll have no more awareness of it than a speck of dust floating in the darkness of space … It’s quite comforting really, when you think of it.’


‘But if you had to come back,’ I said. ‘As something.’


‘If I had to,’ she said, ‘I suppose I’d like to come back as a tree. I’d like to live in a forest far away from people. I want to live for six hundred years and never have to meet a single human being.’


‘Can I come and see you in the forest?’ I said.


‘No,’ she said. ‘Not allowed. Not until you’re dead, anyway. Then you can also be a tree. We can grow side by side in the forest.’


‘I’ll be in your shadow,’ I said.


She sighed like she was tired of all my questions. ‘There’s always something, isn’t there, Eleanor?’ she said. ‘All right. Tell you what, I’ll go and be something else first, and then we can both come back as a tree at the same time.’


‘What will you be in the meantime?’


‘A cactus,’ she said. ‘In a desert. Somewhere where there’s no people, so I can get some peace and quiet. Somewhere I can get some thinking done.’


‘OK,’ I said.


Two days after the funeral, I bought a little cactus and took it down to Croydon cemetery and placed it on her stone. I looked for bumble bees in the flowerbeds between the graves but I didn’t see any that day, and I wondered if they were together now, Grandma and Grandpa.


I didn’t tell anybody about Grandma’s ghost coming back.


I wasn’t sure anyone would believe me anyway.


I held on to my secret. It was a promise.


She’s going to come back. We’re going to meet again.


Then a year passed, and she didn’t come back.


And another.


Then almost all of another, and there was still no sign of her.


I spoke to her – when I was on my own – but she never answered, which was a shame because I could have used her help on my homework; she’d taught history at a secondary modern in Croydon back in the day (as she used to say).


In the end I stopped expecting her to come back. I wasn’t sure I’d really experienced what I thought I had: I wasn’t sure I’d seen her ghost.


Maybe it was me; maybe it was all me.


I have been told I have what is known as an overactive imagination.


I do, but it’s not my fault.


It’s lockdown.


It’s what happened to me during the pandemic.


The world outside shrank.


The world inside grew to fill the space that remained.
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The other thing that happened to me during the pandemic was Justin.


He moved into our street.


There was our house at the end of the road, and across the way was another house, exactly like ours, except that the other house had been empty for so long that there was a tree growing out of the roof. Nobody lived there: it was semi-derelict. There was knee-high grass in the small patch of lawn at the front and the bushes along the side had grown so tall and dense you could hardly see the house.


One day a sign went up.


FOR SALE.


People came to look at the house across the way; they followed the estate agent inside in hard hats, and came out looking bewildered. Then another family came, and the dad went in by himself while the others waited outside by the car. It was a bright sunny day and I had gone back to my room to fetch another book (I’d been reading in the garden), and I stopped to look at the family outside. There was the mum, who was in her early forties, I think; she was very pregnant. There was the daughter, who was maybe seven or eight and who was sitting on the kerb reading a book, and then there was the boy, who was about my age, with glasses. He was standing a little away from the others making a paper aeroplane.


He looked intelligent. It wasn’t the glasses he was wearing (he wasn’t nerdy). It was more the focus he had, the concentration I could see on his face. Then he threw his arm back into the air and let the little aeroplane go …


It started well, gliding away, but then it seemed to change its mind. It turned back and spiralled downwards, and I watched (and the boy watched) as it dive-bombed into the drain in front of our house.


It vanished.


I laughed.


The boy looked up at me standing there in the window, and our eyes met.


He didn’t seem to mind me laughing; he waved.


That was Justin.


Justin Fletcher.


His dad, Tony Fletcher, was an architect, and they bought the house two days later, and then they moved in, with a piano and everything, and Mr Fletcher set about doing the place up. It was a race against time, what with the new baby coming, and they lived by candlelight for a fortnight, cooking everything on a paraffin burner – although my mum and dad, being who they are, helped out: we put a wash on for them, and took over flasks filled with coffee, and kept their milk in our fridge, and their ice cream in our freezer.


Shortly afterwards Mrs Fletcher, whose name was Laura, came home from the hospital with the new baby (Daniel), and they were in.


They’d arrived.


Ayeesha was the girl, the middle child. She was eight. The piano was for her.


Justin was the boy. He was eleven going on twelve.


They’d moved from Greenwich.


He was going to go to my school.
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One bright, cold day a week later I went out on the rec with my kite. The wind was strong, and the kite kicked up into the air like a dog let off the lead. I let it play up there with its tail dancing happily below it, a red diamond in the sky.


The kite swooped and soared, and my mind emptied itself of all my worries.


The wind came harder and colder and tugged at my hands, and the kite whipped and struggled and jittered in the sky. Then the wind dropped – only for a moment, but it was enough – and the kite leaned over and sliced sideways down to the ground.


When I went to pick it up I saw Justin sitting on the bench by the entrance to the rec. He had a book in his hands and was wearing an orange cagoule that looked too thin for the weather.


I went over and said, ‘Hi.’


‘Hi,’ he said.


‘What are you doing?’ I said.


He held up the book he’d been reading.


I nodded. ‘I mean, what are you doing out here?’


Justin sighed. ‘My sister is practising scales on the piano and my baby brother is screaming and the noise cancelling headphones I’ve ordered from Amazon aren’t going to get here until Tuesday, so …’


‘You could go to the library,’ I said.


‘The library smells,’ he scowled. ‘No, I’m fine here, thank you.’


He didn’t look fine.


He looked like he needed a friend.


‘What’s the book?’ I said.


He showed it to me: it was the new Philip Pullman. One I hadn’t read yet.


‘What’s it like?’ I said.


‘It’s magical and dark and serious,’ said Justin. ‘You can borrow it when I’m finished with it.’


Very quickly our books made us friends. Books are the key, you see. When you meet someone new and they’ve read the same books as you, or some of them anyway, and they feel the same way you do about them, it means they’re all right in your book. It means you can understand each other. You have a kind of shared language.


Justin had read all the books I’d read and more. He was unstoppable: he knew way more stuff than me; he was cleverer than me, too. He wanted to be a teacher or an architect when he grew up, he said, and when he asked me what I wanted to do, I had to admit I had no idea. Except I knew I didn’t want to be a teacher.


‘Why not?’ he said.


‘My dad’s a teacher,’ I said. ‘My grandma was a teacher.’


‘So?’


‘It seems unimaginative,’ I said.


I didn’t tell Justin about Grandma coming back.


About her saying she was early.


He didn’t believe in ghosts, or heaven or hell, or anything spooky.


If I had told him, he would just have tried to find a rational explanation for what I thought I’d experienced. He would just have said I was sad and upset at the time, and I was grieving, and I desperately wanted to see Grandma again, so I did.


He would have said I’d wished her into the world.


And maybe he would have been right.


Maybe.


Except …


Maybe things are more complicated than that.


I should probably tell you about the girl who looked like me.
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As we were leaving school one day Justin’s phone lit up with notifications as soon as he turned it on: it buzzed and buzzed and buzzed until finally he stopped and looked at the screen.


It was starting to rain.


Justin stared at his phone; he didn’t say anything for a moment.


‘What is it?’ I said.


‘A girl at my old school,’ he said. ‘She got Covid.’


‘Is she OK?’


He shook his head.


‘Is she dead?’ I said.


‘She’s in a coma,’ he said.


‘Is she asleep?’


‘She’s unconscious,’ he said. ‘It’s the only way they could keep her alive.’


‘… Is she gonna be all right?’


‘They don’t know,’ he said. ‘… Her parents are asking people to pray for her.’


‘Are you going to?’


Justin gave me a look that said No.


‘I’m going to ask my mum to pray for her,’ he said.


I nodded. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said.


‘It’s OK.’


I could see he wasn’t OK.


The rain came on harder, and Justin took out his cagoule and held it above our heads, and we walked to the tube station. He didn’t say anything else about the girl from his old school, and I wasn’t sure if there was anything I could say to make him feel better. Inside, we went down the escalator to the westbound platform and got on the train, and it pulled away from the station. The lights flickered, like there was something wrong with the electrics, and then they went out. For a second, maybe two seconds, all I could see was the glow from people’s phones, and when the lights came on again the train slowed, and came to a halt in the middle of the tunnel.


A voice over the tannoy said we were waiting here for a signal.


There was another sound, a screeching and a low engine sound, and another train appeared, going in the other direction, and stopped right alongside us.


We could see the people on the other train and they could see us.


‘What was her name?’ I said.


‘Who?’


‘The girl, at your old school.’


Justin wasn’t looking at me; he was looking past me, at the other train.


‘Her name was … Aisling,’ he said. ‘It’s, um, Irish.’


He went back to staring at the people on the other train.


‘Did you like her?’ I said.


‘Did I what?’


‘Hey,’ I said. I clicked my fingers in front of his face. ‘Did you like her?’


Justin looked at me and pushed his glasses up his nose, and then he said, very slowly and calmly, ‘Ellie, I need you to look at something.’


‘Answer me. Did you like her?’


Justin ignored me. ‘Turn around slowly,’ he said, ‘and look behind you.’


‘… All right.’


I turned, and I didn’t understand what I was looking at.


‘That girl,’ said Justin. ‘She looks just like you.’


He was right. There was a girl on the other train who looked a lot like me. In fact, she looked so much like me that for a moment I thought I was looking at my reflection. But then the girl – over there, on the other train – would have been looking right back at me, and she wasn’t. She was sitting facing the direction the other train was going in.


‘Actually,’ said Justin. ‘She looks exactly like you.’


‘She does,’ I said.


She didn’t just look like me. She looked exactly like me.


Her hair was the same as mine: the same colour, same cut.


Her face too, her skin.


I began to feel a little sick. It was a queasy, dizzy, spinning feeling.


It felt like I was falling.


‘She has the same backpack as you,’ said Justin. ‘The jacket’s the same too.’


Everything was the same.


‘You could be twins,’ said Justin.


Identical twins.


I was feeling very unwell.


Justin reached past me and knocked on the window.


‘Don’t,’ I said quietly. ‘Don’t.’


Cold water ran through my insides. A hand seemed to grab my stomach.


‘Hey!’ said Justin, knocking on the window again.


The girl who looked like me didn’t hear Justin knocking, although the passenger sitting opposite her looked up from his newspaper and frowned.


‘Hey!’ said Justin again.


The girl who looked like me kept staring straight ahead.


Justin knocked on the window again.


‘Stop it,’ I said. ‘Please …’


Justin looked at me. ‘Are you all right?’ he said. ‘You look a bit …’


‘I have to get off this train,’ I said, and stood up, and as soon as I was on my feet there was a jolt and a momentary blink of darkness, and then the train – our train – started moving, pulling away from the other train, and I saw the girl who looked like me glance at her watch, and then she was gone, and I had no idea what had happened and who she could possibly be, if not me.


A moment later I heard grandmother’s voice in my head.


That, she said, was a fetch.
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‘How are you feeling?’ said Justin.


We were sitting on a metal bench at the far end of the platform. My head was between my knees; I’d been like that for about twenty minutes.


I hadn’t actually been sick but I would like to have been; it might have made me feel a bit better.


‘Here,’ said Justin. ‘Water.’


I brought my head up slowly and looked at him. He handed me a bottle of water he’d bought from a vending machine and I drank from it.


He’d helped me off the train, I remembered. Then he’d half pushed, half carried me to the bench.


I laid my arms across my knees and rested my head there for a bit.


The rain had eased off, but it was still drizzling a bit. We were walking back through the rec towards our road. The trees were bare with slicks of brown leaves on the ground.


I was feeling better, then worse, then better again, but I could walk.


‘What’s a fetch?’ said Justin.


‘What’s that?’ I said.


‘You said something about a fetch. Back there, in the station.’


‘Oh,’ I said. I didn’t remember saying anything about anything.


Justin looked at me.


‘A fetch is a double,’ I said.


‘Ah,’ said Justin.


‘It’s from Irish folklore,’ I said. ‘It’s a premonition. A warning. It means your double has come from the world of the dead to fetch you. It means you’re going to die … It means I’m going to die.’


‘Except it doesn’t mean anything of the kind,’ said Justin.


I stopped. Justin stopped too.


‘It’s called a doppelgänger in German,’ said Justin. ‘It’s a medieval superstition. It’s just a scary story, like all the other scary stories. Somebody made it up.’


‘Maybe they made it up because it’s true,’ I said.


‘That – I don’t know what to say to that … You’re not going to die.’


‘You don’t know that,’ I said, walking on.


‘No,’ said Justin, ‘I’m pretty sure I know that.’


‘How come?’


‘Because this is the twenty-first century. Because we have science and medicine and satellites. Because there’s nothing wrong with you. You don’t even have allergies.’


‘I have allergies,’ I said, stopping again.


He shook his head. ‘You got scared,’ he said. ‘That’s all.’


‘You saw her,’ I said. ‘She looked exactly like me.’


‘She did,’ he said. ‘But it doesn’t mean anything. It’s just chance. Think about it. There are a lot of people living on this planet right now – a lot of people, nearly eight billion of us – and some of us are going to look like each other. There are going to be people out there who look like me too, Ellie. And seriously, we have more important things to worry about than superstitions.’


He was probably right; we walked on a bit in the rain.


‘Besides,’ said Justin, ‘she was wearing a watch.’


‘Who?’ I said.


‘The girl on the train. Your double. She was wearing a watch.’


He was right. I remembered it now. She’d looked at her watch just as our train started pulling away. It was a silver one, old-fashioned, with a black strap.


‘And you don’t wear a watch,’ said Justin.


I put my hand to my left wrist. I don’t wear a watch; I just use my phone.


‘So there’s a difference between you and the girl on the train,’ Justin said. ‘If you’re looking for a difference. If you need her not to be you, she’s not you.’


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Also by Matthew Fox



		Title Page



		Contents



		Dedication



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Chapter Twenty-Seven



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine



		Chapter Thirty



		Chapter Thirty-One



		Chapter Thirty-Two



		Chapter Thirty-Three



		Chapter Thirty-Four



		Chapter Thirty-Five



		Chapter Thirty-Six



		Chapter Thirty-Seven



		Chapter Thirty-Eight



		Chapter Thirty-Nine



		Chapter Forty



		Chapter Forty-One



		Chapter Forty-Two



		Chapter Forty-Three



		Chapter Forty-Four



		Chapter Forty-Five



		Chapter Forty-Six



		Chapter Forty-Seven



		Chapter Forty-Eight



		Chapter Forty-Nine



		Chapter Fifty



		Chapter Fifty-One



		Chapter Fifty-Two



		Chapter Fifty-Three



		Chapter Fifty-Four



		Chapter Fifty-Five



		Chapter Fifty-Six



		Chapter Fifty-Seven



		Chapter Fifty-Eight



		Chapter Fifty-Nine



		Chapter Sixty



		Chapter Sixty-One



		Chapter Sixty-Two



		Chapter Sixty-Three



		Chapter Sixty-Four



		Chapter Sixty-Five



		Chapter Sixty-Six



		Chapter Sixty-Seven



		Acknowledgements



		Copyright













		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/ch01.jpg
Chapter One





OEBPS/images/ch06.jpg
Chapfer Six





OEBPS/images/ch03.jpg
Chapter Three





OEBPS/images/ch02.jpg
Chapfer 7;/0





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
=D

T

Lovely
Dark

MATTHEW FOX






OEBPS/images/ch05.jpg
Chapter Five





OEBPS/images/ch04.jpg
Chapter Four





OEBPS/images/9781444964738.jpg
Ellie’s last

chance to

gind the lige
she legt






