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    I hold my honey and I store my bread


    In little jars and cabinets of my will.


    I label clearly, and each latch and lid


    I bid, Be firm till I return from Hell.




    Gwendolyn Brooks
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    where is miranda?




    ore:




    Miranda Silver is in Dover, in the ground beneath her mother’s house.




    Her throat is blocked with a slice of apple




    (to stop her speaking words that may betray her)




    her ears are filled with earth




    (to keep her from hearing sounds that will confuse her)




    her eyes are closed, but




    her heart thrums hard like hummingbird wings.




    Does she remember me at all I miss her I miss the way her eyes are the same shade of grey no matter the strength or weakness of the light I miss the taste of her I




    see her in my sleep, a star planted seed-deep, her arms out-stretched, her fists clenched, her black dress clinging to her like mud.




    She chose this as the only way to fight the soucouyant.




    eliot:




    Miri is gone.




    Just gone. We’d had an argument. It was dark outside. Gusts of wind tangled in the apple trees around our house and dropped fruit onto the roof, made it sound like someone was tapping on the walls in the attic, Morse code for let me out, or something weirder. The argument was a stupid one that opened up a murky little mouth to take in other things. Principally it was about this pie I’d baked for her. She wouldn’t eat any of it, and she wouldn’t let me.




    ‘Why did you use the winter apples?’ She asked it over and over. Nothing I replied could break her monotone.




    She said: ‘You’ve done too much now. I can’t trust you anymore.’




    She shook her head and dropped to the disappointed hiss of a primary-school teacher, or a kid trying to borrow the authority of one:




    ‘Bad! You are bad.’




    (My sister turned seventeen in a mental-health clinic; I brought our birthday cake to her there.)




    Miri’s accusations, her whole manner that night scared the shit out of me. She looked in my direction but she couldn’t seem to focus on me. She was the thinnest I’d ever seen her. Her hands and head were the heaviest parts of her. Her neck drooped. She hugged herself, her fingers pinning her dress to her ribs. There was an odd smell to her, heavy and thick. It was clear to me that she was slipping again, down a new slide. When she said she didn’t trust me, I turned away rather than let myself get angrier.




    I went up to my room. Miri didn’t call after me. I don’t think she came upstairs again. Or she may have, without my hearing. I’m not sure. I heard the front door slam, but I thought it was just one of the guests coming home late. I stayed where I was, knelt on my window seat, smoking, seeing shapes in the rain, listening to all the apples in the world bouncing off our roof.




    That last time I saw Miri, she wasn’t wearing any shoes. Five months ago I took that as security that she would come back. And now I keep coming back to that in my mind, the fact that she was barefoot. That her running away was a heat of the moment thing, unplanned.




    A part of me knows that we can’t find her because something has happened to her.




    29 barton road:




    Miranda is at home




    (homesick, home sick)




    Miranda can’t come in today Miranda has a condition called pica she has eaten a great deal of chalk – she really can’t help herself – she has been very ill – Miranda has pica she can’t come in today, she is stretched out inside a wall she is feasting on plaster she has pica




    try again:




    is miranda alive?




    ore:




    Probably not –




    eliot:




    I’ve been dialling her phone, the phone she lost months ago, as if she might have caught up with it somewhere. I wrote her a note and folded it in four and slipped it under her door.




    I know she’s not there.




    But I wrote, Miri I’m lonely.




    I dropped the words onto the paper so hard that they’re doubled by the thin perforations around them.




    I wouldn’t have bothered trying to tell her, I wouldn’t have written to her if




    What I mean is, each act of speech stands on the belief that someone will hear. My note to Miri says more than just I’m lonely. Invisibly it says that I know she will see this, and that when she sees this it will turn her, turn her back, return her.




    Miri I conjure you




    29:




    She has wronged




    me I will not allow her to live




    try a different way:




    what happened to lily silver?




    ore:




    Miranda lay beside me on the grass that circled the mill pond, her lecture notebook opened up on her stomach. Bicycles kept passing by, their wheels groaning against the wooden bridge. The sun shone through clouds swollen with the smell of wet bark, and there were bees around us.




    Miranda spoke so quietly I had to move closer to her, my ear to her lips.




    ‘It’s Eliot’s fault,’ she said.




    When I looked at her, she smiled brightly. Incongruous smiles were a sort of nervous thing with Miranda, a way of protecting herself from consequences, I think. Just like putting sunglasses on, or opening up an umbrella.




    eliot:




    I spent Lily’s second night in Haiti on Miri’s bedroom floor. Miri switched off the light and folded herself into her bed in her usual way, so that every part of her was covered and the bed sheets set around her curled body as if she was fixed in wax. I never knew how she managed to breathe. She said she slept like that so her dreams wouldn’t escape.




    I leaned my back against her desk, wrapped blankets around my shoulders and tried to read with a torch.




    The weird thing started when I said to Miri, ‘Don’t fall asleep yet.’ The ‘please’ hugged the roof of my mouth and refused to go out to meet her.




    Miri said, ‘You’re scared about Lily.’




    I didn’t answer. I tried to picture our mother in Haiti and I saw her in a tower built of guns, heaving with voodoo, creepy gods and white feathers tipped with blood.




    Lily’s eye transformed places. She looked at structures and they turned inside out and offered her their desolate jigsaw patterns. Once Lily pointed out a photo of hers in a magazine, a picture of a tundra with a ball of ice at noon in the sky. What was this place? My mother gave me three guesses. My best and most desperate guess was that truckloads of sand had been poured onto a simulation of the surface of the moon.




    ‘Nope,’ she said. ‘Gobi Desert.’




    Lily was the changer who came home the same. But that last time the signs were bad. When she left, she had forgotten her watch on the telephone stand in the hallway, a brass body with thin leather arms, ticking away Haitian time, five hours behind ours. How could she have forgotten her watch? She never had before. Miri and I had debated leaving it where it was (that seemed luckier), then Miri had confiscated it for safekeeping in case one of the house guests stole it or broke it or something.




    Miri said sleepily, ‘The goodlady will take care of Lily. She promised.’




    ‘The goodlady?’




    ‘She likes us.’




    I skipped a beat, then said: ‘Stay up, just for a bit more. Tell me a Herodotus story or something.’




    She grumbled, ‘Tired.’




    A small, stiff thing coursed through the dark and sank cold claws into my head. I switched Miri’s lamp on. Miri grumbled again, but the shape under her bedcovers didn’t move. I got the odd feeling that her voice was coming from somewhere else. I said: ‘Miri . . . Lily’s slipping away. We have to remember her or she’ll be gone.’




    She opened her eyes. ‘What do you mean?’




    ‘Quick, we’ve got to remember her. What can you remember?’




    Miri’s eyes narrowed and she took a long time to reply. ‘Lily’s . . . hair,’ she said, finally. ‘The near-blackness of it, and the wave in it, near the bottom, where the brush keeps getting stuck.’




    ‘We need more than that. What else do we know? What else is real about her?’




    ‘Eliot. Please.’




    ‘Miri, you’d better fucking stay awake. I mean it. Stay awake or Lily will die.’




    Shrill singing between my ears.




    ‘Why are you saying this? It’s not true,’ Miri said. ‘The goodlady—’




    ‘No. There is no such thing, Miri. Grow up.’




    She slid up out of the covers, gasping, her face mottled pink and white as if she had come from a place of burning. She rested her head against her bedstead.




    ‘Don’t say that. There is such a thing.’




    She was about to cry. There was a change in the shadows and I twisted around, looking into the corners where the lamplight cracked. Miri is the older twin. Maybe she has seen things that craned their necks to look at her and then withdrew before I was born, thinking that to consider one of us is to consider both.




    ‘Come on, don’t be a baby. Just remember something.’




    ‘Lily smells of the ghosts of roses,’ Miri murmured. ‘Lily is so small she fits under Dad’s chin. Lily . . .’




    ‘Stay awake,’ I warned, and lay down with ice in my chest. I fell asleep to the sound of Miri listing things. ‘Lily loves the shape of cartoon teardrops. Lily never knew her mother, and she doesn’t care. Lily’s favourite films have a lot of tap-dancing and a little bit of story. Lily slides towards the colour red like it’s a magnet . . .’




    In the morning Miri was still sitting up, her arms stiff on the bedspread before her, gone so deep into sleep that she seemed part of the wall behind her, a girl-shaped texture rising from the plaster in an unrepeated pattern. Her braid was unravelling. Her lips were pinched, her forehead lined with effort. I think in her dreams she was listing things. She tumbled awake and blurted, ‘Lily can’t stand Pachelbel’s Canon!’ I would have laughed if she hadn’t said it with such terror.




    Later – when Dad told us what the voice in the phone had told him – prim, slender Miri folded her hands on the lap of her dress. She looked down and, for a moment, appeared to be smiling. She wasn’t smiling. She wasn’t in control of her face.




    29:




    The twins were sixteen and a half when their mother died. She was shot in Port-au-Prince; gunfire sprayed into the queue at a voting station. Her camera remained intact throughout. Also, the lens was unstained. To protect it from dust and flies, Lily had covered it with a square of checked cloth and an elastic band, rustic jam-jar style.




    That day two bullets were for her; they found her and leapt into her lung. She fell amidst milling feet. Someone leant against her and pushed her aside, outside, out of life. She pushed back, sweat standing out on her skin in droplets as if she had been rained on. But her opponent had great wings, lined with clouds of feathers that brushed her, cooled her, pricked her. The shadow of them darkened her sight. She tried to lift her head and see into the crowd. The other two she had been standing with, the newspaper journalists, her eyes couldn’t find them. They had long gone. She dribbled blood, could not let it go, closed her eyes only for the length of time it took to drink it up again. The brokenness in her chest was not clean. It was not a straight line or a single throb. She couldn’t see it but it consumed her.




    Stupid, stupid; Lily had been warned not to go to Haiti. I warned her.




    Why do people go to these places, these places that are not for them?




    It must be that they believe in their night vision. They believe themselves able to draw images up out of the dark.




    But black wells only yield black water.




    

       

    




    I




    CURIOUSER




    

       

    




    luc dufresne




    is not tall. He is pale and the sun fails on his skin. He used to write restaurant reviews, plying a thesaurus for other facets to the words ‘juicy’ and ‘rich’. He met Lily at a magazine Christmas party; a room set up like a chessboard, at its centre a fir tree gravely decorated with white ribbons and jet globes. They were the only people standing by the tree with both hands in their pockets. For hours Lily addressed Luc as ‘Mike’, to see what he had to say about it. He didn’t correct her; neither did he seem charmed, puzzled or annoyed, reactions Lily had had before. When she finally asked him about it, he said, ‘I didn’t think you were doing it on purpose. But then I didn’t think you’d made a mistake. I don’t know what I thought. I suppose I thought you were calling me Mike because Mike was my name, if you see what I mean.’




    He wooed his wife with peach tarts he’d learnt from his pastry-maker father. The peaches fused into the dough with their skins intact, bittered and sweetened by burnt sugar. He won his wife with modern jazz clouded with cello and xylophone notes.




    His fingers are ruined by too close and careless contact with heat; the parts that touch each other when the hand is held out straight and flat, the skin there is stretched, speckled and shiny. Lily had never seen such hands. To her they seemed the most wonderful in all the world. Those hands on her, their strong and broken course over her, his thumbs on her hipbones.




    One night she said to him, ‘I love you, do you love me?’ She said it as lightly as such a thing can be said without it being a joke. Immediately he replied, ‘Yes, I love you, and you are beautiful,’ pronouncing his words with a hint of impatience because they had been waiting in him a long time.




    He seems always to be waiting, his long face quiet, a dark glimmer in his heavy lidded eyes. Waiting for the mix in the pot or the oven to be ready. Waiting for blame. (When, at twelve, Miranda’s condition became chronic he thought that somehow he was responsible; he’d let her haunt the kitchen too much, licking spoons. He forgot that he had allowed Eliot to do the same.) Waiting, now, for the day Lily died to be over, but for some reason that day will not stop.




    Meanwhile he has the bed and breakfast to run, he has cooking to oversee, peach tarts to make for the guests who know to ask for them. The peach tarts are work he doesn’t yet know how to do without feeling Lily. He has baked two batches of them since she died. Twice it was just him and the cook, the Kurdish woman, in the kitchen and he has bowed his head over his perfectly layered circles of pastry, covered his face and moaned with such appalled, amazed pain, as if he has been opened in a place that he never even knew existed. ‘Oh,’ he has said, unable to hold it in. ‘Oh.’ Luc is very ugly when he cries; his grief is turned entirely inward and has nothing of the child’s appeal for help. The Kurdish woman clicked her tongue and moved her hands and her head; her distress was at his distress and he didn’t notice her. The first time he cried like that she tried to touch her fat hand to his, but he said, ‘Don’t – don’t,’ in a voice that shook her.




    Nobody knew what to say to Luc. His children were closest to knowing, but Miranda was mad and when she saw him those first few weeks after Lily’s death, she wasn’t sure who he was. Eliot noticed Luc more, as an eye does when something is removed from a picture and the image is reduced to its flaw, the line where the whole is disrupted.




    I find Luc interesting. He really has no idea what to do now, and because he is not mine I don’t care about him. I do, however, take great delight in the power of a push, a false burst of light at the bottom of a cliff, just one little encouragement to the end. Sometimes it seems too easy to toy with him. Other times . . . I don’t know. But he is always so close by that it doesn’t matter so much.




    *




    My father is very brief. All in the most likeable manner possible – he gets this look of discomfort whenever someone tries to discuss something with him at length. He looks as if he would very much like to spare you the effort. He used to go through horrors with Miri on the subject of her day at school, his replies cautious and neutral in case he appeared to be disapproving of something that was a good thing. Miri would chatter and chatter about our teacher having been unfair or the disappearance of her pencils. ‘Ah,’ Dad would say, and, ‘Right.’ And, ‘Really?’




    If I was going on a trip or something it was a simple matter of handing him a letter or an itinerary and saying, ‘Dad, it’s £300,’ or whatever it was. He’d scan the paper and say, ‘Fine,’ or he’d say, ‘Here’s the thing; can’t afford that this term. Are you now resentful?’




    Are you now resentful is always a genuine question from him. We never, ever said yes. It was my dad’s idea to open Lily’s house as a bed and breakfast. Lily’s grandma, our GrandAnna, had raised Lily herself, and when she died she left Lily the house in Dover. I heard my Dad on the phone to someone about it: ‘Seven bedrooms, three bathrooms and God’s own 1940s kitchen . . .’




    Lily wanted to put the Dover house up to let and use the money to pay the rent on our flat in London, which, Dad said, made no sense at all. But: ‘Why on earth would I want to live in Dover again? I spent my childhood in a state of inertia.’




    Dad spent about six months working on Lily. The facts, figures and written proposals he’d prepared for the bank left her completely unmoved; she always tried to ignore things she didn’t understand rather than be intimidated by them. But apparently it was the bed linen that changed her mind. Cool blue silk and cotton patchwork. When Dad laid the stitched pillowcase and duvet out for her on the sofa, the colours reminded her of something she’d never seen. She said to us, ‘Imagine everyone in the house – even people we don’t know – all wrapped up safe in blue, like fishes. What fun . . .’




    Miri and I were ten; Dad spent some time with a big map, planning a scenic route, and then he drove the moving van himself. Miri and I fidgeted at first, then settled when we saw cliffs bruising the skyline and smelt birds and wet salt on the air.




    Our new house had two big brown grids of windows with a row of brick in between each grid. No windows for the attic. From the outside the windows didn’t look as if they could be opened, they didn’t look as if they were there to let air or light in, they were funny square eyes, friendly, tired. The roof was a solid triangle with a fat rectangular chimney behind it. Lily bounced out of the van first and I scrambled out of the other side and crooked my arm so as to escort her to the door. The house is raised from the road and laid along the top of a brick staircase, surrounded by thick hedge with pink flowers fighting through it. ‘Careful on the steps,’ Lily said. The steps leading up to the house bulge with fist-sized lumps of grey-white flint, each piece a knife to cut your knee open should you slip. Opposite our house there is a churchyard, a low mound of green divided into two. The graves beneath it are unmarked. Lily took my arm and held Miri’s hand and when we got up to the front door she rubbed the crescent-moon-shaped door knocker and laughed a little bit and said, ‘Hello, hello again.’




    The first thing Lily showed us inside was the dusty marble mantelpiece. It was so big that Miri could crawl into the place where the wood was supposed to sit. She tried to make crackling, fire-like noises




    (when we were ten I always knew the meaning of the sounds she made, even when they were unsuccessful)




    but ended up choking on a puff of dust that bolted down the chimney. Next Lily showed us the little ration-book larder behind the kitchen; the shelves were wonky and the room had a floor so crazily checked that none of us could walk in a straight line in there. I remember how brilliant I thought it all was; there was nothing for it but to jump in the air and yell and kick and make kung-fu noises. Miri and I conferred and decided that we liked the tallness of the house, the way the walls shoot up and up with the certainty of stone, ‘Like we’re in a castle,’ Miri put it. We liked the steep, winding staircase with the gnarled banister. We especially liked the ramshackle lift and the way you could see its working through a hole worn into the bottom in the back-left corner. We liked that the passageways on each floor were wide enough for the two of us to stand beside each other with our arms and legs spread, touching but not touching. I climbed one of the apple trees and surveyed the garden, the patches of wild flowers that crumpled in the shade, the Andersen shelter half-hidden by red camellia shrubs. I was well pleased. ‘Wicked house,’ I said. ‘Magic,’ said Miri, from somewhere below.




    We thought it would be hard to make friends because of the way people came out and stared at us in the moving van as it passed through the streets. But Miri is good at making friends, and I am good at tagging along on expeditions and acting as if the whole thing was my idea in the first place. Miri was very pleased with Martin Jones’ curly hair; the boy’s head was like a sheep’s. He became our first friend in the area and he brought most of the rest.




    Actually, when we were sixteen Miri gave me the task of telling Martin that he didn’t stand a chance with her. Miri called me into her room, fixed me with a look of dread and whispered, ‘He asked me out and now I just can’t look at him anymore.’ I refused point-blank to be her messenger or to have anything to do with any of it, but she said, ‘Then I’ll write him a letter.’ I cringed and said, ‘Don’t do that.’




    Martin and a couple of others came around to smoke and watch what promised to be ‘strange and unusual porn’. Women with horses, women with lizards, women with women plus horses and lizards. I pretended to be leaner than I was and at one point mentioned aloud one of the ‘actors’ ’ resemblance to Miri’s boyfriend. The others groaned.




    ‘What the fuck—’




    ‘Er, no—’




    ‘Too gay, Silver.’




    Martin didn’t say anything himself, but I knew that he was gutted and I didn’t let him pay for his share of the weed; he put a note down and when he wasn’t looking I screwed it up and threw it into his coat pocket with a sense of relief so huge it was disabling. I wrote something in my diary about it a few days later, about our teenage years being a realm of the emotionally baroque. I wasn’t even lean when I wrote that.




    So Martin was the first friend, but the other kids he brought liked the house too.




    For a few months after we moved in it was just Lily, Miri, Dad and me in the house, no guests. Decorating happened, the kitchen got updated; Lily went away to Mexico and came back with a pair of shrivelled corn-husk dolls that she put on a shelf in her studio when Miri and I rejected them. During that time there was no better place in the neighbourhood for hide and seek, or for Robin Hood versus Sheriff of Nottingham swordstick-fighting in the back garden. There was no better place to play Hitler Resistance Force, a game I made up so I could be Churchill. My first kiss was in the Andersen shelter, more a percussion of heads, faces, mouths than anything else. We were thirteen. Emma’s the sort of girl who likes boys who have unpredictable moods and write poetry and imagine things, so I played up to that. We were in the shelter because she was supposed to be a Nazi double agent giving me secret information. For some reason whilst kissing her my main preoccupation was not hurting her or bruising her. I tried not to hold her too hard. Her hair and skin were so soft.




    There is another shelter inside the house. It is beneath the sitting room with the fireplace; it is under a trapdoor set in the floor. The room is dim and long and deep; a room for sleeping in. Sleeping and not much else. I tried to revise for exams in there and ended up curled up on my side on the floor, snoring.




    What took getting used to in Dover were the gulls and their croaky sobs, and the sense of climbing upstairs when walking on some roads and downstairs when walking on others. The house, the garden, moving. The whole thing was like a dream; for weeks Miri and I couldn’t believe it and wandered around the place with pangs in our stomachs, pre-emptive homesickness ready for the time when Dad and Lily would announce it was only a holiday and it was time to leave. Aside from our great-grandmother dying, we knew that it was Dad that had made it all happen, and we revered him as a wizard.




    Miri’s room was darker than mine, even before she took to keeping her curtains drawn at all times and Lily started calling her room ‘the psychomantium’. That first day, Miri found something on the floor of that room she’d picked as hers. I didn’t see what it was, but it was very small, and I thought that it must have cut her or something because just after she dropped it into her pocket she sucked thoughtfully at her finger. It took me about an hour of my best teasing and insults to get the secret out of her; finally she sighed and showed me. It was a ball of chalk.




    *




    Dad had been a waiter, then a trainee chef, then a food critic, and each job had bored him to the point of existential crisis. This thing with the house was plan B. Or C, or D, or X. Without the guests and the maintenance and the folders of forms and bills, Dad would just sit. It’s almost as if Lily knew, years and years in advance, that she was leaving us. As if she was gifting him something to be later, after her. That’s not true, and it’s not possible, but . . . the way she indulged him so completely. She gave him her house; Lily and Miri and I just lived in it. The capital man is the sum of his possessions.




    When Lily died, and here I am telling it exactly as it was, Dad got even more control of the house. Lily’s dying meant he didn’t have to ask anyone about anything. There was no longer anyone who needed convincing that it was absolutely necessary to replace the old lift shaft; he just had it replaced, three months after the funeral. He dropped me off at the clinic and said to me, ‘I can’t stay long with you and Miri.’ At that time Miri would only speak to me, and I knew it bothered him the way Miri sat back in her chair and looked at him without saying anything, with that empty smile on her lips. But the other reason Dad couldn’t stay was that he had to get back and keep an eye on the work on the lift.




    Without saying a word I kept daring him. Fall apart, fall apart. If I could have seen a button to press, I would have. Miri and I don’t need you to be strong, we need you to crack a little now.




    

       

    




    pica




    is a medical term for a particular kind of disordered eating. It’s an appetite for non-food items, things that don’t nourish. The word itself is pronounced pie-kah, a word like a song about a bird and food. Miri said it tiredly to herself and to me. ‘Pie-kah, pie-kah, I’ve got pie-kah.’ Lily told all our teachers at primary school and all the dinner ladies knew. When we went to secondary school Lily wrote it down on a form as a special concern. Pie-kah meant that Miri counted bites of food and smiled with breathless relief when she had met her quota. Counting bites was Lily’s idea, and Miri accepted it gladly. ‘That’s a good idea,’ she said, nodding, nodding. Whenever Miri talked about her pica with Lily she seemed so grown up about it, a shaky balance of humility and dignity. Dad was relieved that Miri didn’t mean to be rebellious. I might remember Miri’s special pastries as more elaborate than they really were, but Dad made some astonishing things for her. Flaky cones smothered in honey and coconut and chocolate and whatever else he could think of. He did a lot of soft foods, too, soups, and jellies with (eye) balls of peeled fruit staring out of them. What Miri did was, she crammed chalk into her mouth under her covers. She hid the packaging at the bottom of her bag and threw it away when we got to school. But then there’d be cramps that twisted her body, pushed her off her seat and laid her on the floor, helplessly pedalling her legs. Once, as if she knew that I was thinking of sampling her chalk to see what the big wow was, she smiled sweetly, sadly, patronizingly, and said to me, ‘Don’t start, you’ll get stuck.’




    *




    It runs in the family. Anna Good had it in 1938; a year before she became Anna Silver. She ruined her work stockings and skirt with crouching in the mud searching for acorn husks that would splinter down her throat. She ate leaves by the handful and chipped her teeth on the pebbles she scooped out of the brown water when she went walking on the promenade. The house is Andrew’s, she told herself; I have no part in it.




    One evening she pattered around inside me, sipping something strong that wedged colour into her cheeks, and she dragged all my windows open, putting her glass down to struggle with the stiffer latches. I cried and cried for an hour or so, unable to bear the sound of my voice, so shrill and pleading, but unable to stop the will of the wind wheeling through me, cold in my insides. That was the first and last time I’ve heard my own voice. I suppose I am frightening. But Anna Good couldn’t hear me. When she closed me up again it was only because she was too cold. Most nights she went with the moon, and when it was round she stayed in my biggest bedroom and wouldn’t answer the thing that asked her to let it out




    (let you out from where?




    let me out from the small, the hot, the take me out of the fire i am ready i am hard like the stones you ate, bitter like those husks)




    the moonlight striped her, marked out places where the whispering thing would slip through and she would unfold. When Andrew went to war the sirens shrieked at night and the sky was full of squat balloons that flamed and ate bombs and would not move with the breeze, these balloons and nothing else, not even stars.




    Anna Good you are long gone now, except when I resurrect you to play in my puppet show, but you forgive since when I make you appear it is not really you, and besides you know that my reasons are sound. Anna Good it was not your pica that made you into a witch. I will tell you the truth because you are no trouble to me at all. Indeed you are a mother of mine, you gave me a kind of life, mine, the kind of alive that I am.




    Anna Good there was another woman, long before you, but related. This woman was thought an animal. Her way was to slash at her flesh with the blind, frenzied concentration that a starved person might use to get at food that is buried. Her way was to drink off her blood, then bite and suck at the bobbled stubs of her meat. Her appetite was only for herself. This woman was deemed mad and then turned out and after that she was not spoken of. I do not know the year, or even how I know this.




    But Miranda . . . you are listening too.




    Miranda.




    Look at me.




    Will you not?




    It is useful, instructive, comforting to know that you are not alone in your history.




    So I have done you good




    and now,




    some harm.




    

       

    




    when miranda




    finally discharged herself from the clinic, Eliot and her father came to collect her. They looked at her strangely. She didn’t know what it could be; she was more normal then she had been in months. She sat in the back of the car and looked very seriously at her suitcase while her brother and father looked at her, looked away, looked at her again. She passed a hand over her hair, which lay meek and wispy against her neck. Her hair had been bobbed out of necessity at first. Miranda had been admitted to the clinic because one morning Eliot had found her wordless and thoughtful. It had been a long night, a perfect full moon tugging the sky around it into clumsy wrinkles. Miranda had been bleeding slightly from the scalp and her wrists were bound together with extreme dexterity and thin braids of her own hair.




    It had been six months since then but her hair had been kept short. She didn’t know why, she couldn’t remember having expressed a preference. There was much that she was unable to remember. Especially unclear were the days immediately after she and Eliot had had the news of Lily’s death. She remembered going into school and everyone being very sorry for her loss, but Eliot said that he had gone to school and she had stayed at home. The incident with the hair was completely lost; it seemed that when she’d left herself she’d left completely and it was not worth trying to fetch the images back, pointless trying to identify what exactly it was that had made her snap.




    The two doctors who had been ‘working with’ her at the clinic had mistook her resignation for stubbornness and constantly hovered on the edge of pressing her to remember. She objected mildly, with a sense of wasting her father’s money. The clinic was a private clinic. Her room at the clinic had its own phone line and plush curtains and in the common room people checked their email and played snooker. She had agreed to be admitted to an adolescent psychiatric unit because no one at home knew how to help her feel comfortable.




    She had had such a strong feeling that she needed to talk to someone who would tell her some secret that would make everything all right. She had been unable to think who it was. She had sat awake long hours downstairs, looking into the empty white arch of the fireplace, her hands on her ribcage. Who was it that needed to talk to her, that she needed to talk to? She had gone through lists of people it could be. She could only think of people that it couldn’t be. It wasn’t Lily, it wasn’t her father, it wasn’t Eliot, it wasn’t any of the poets whose words stuck spikes in her, not even Rumi. It wasn’t God. She did not think it was someone who was alive. She did not think it was anyone who existed, this messenger. So, the morning after the bad night she went with her father to see a doctor, a different doctor from the one who had, through no fault of his own, been unable to help her with her pica. She had signed a form, her name near her father’s, and admitted herself to the clinic.




    Whenever she tried to think about the long night before the bad morning on which Eliot had found her, nothing came to mind. The sedatives had done their work and she’d gone away and now she was coming home again. Exactly as if she’d been put in an envelope and posted abroad, then returned to sender. Even if alive the package doesn’t, can’t, note events, only the sensation of travel. All Miranda had been left with was a suspicion that she had spent much of her first night at the clinic clapping. She thought there might have been a bout of bringing her hands together over and over after the lights in the room went out, her body held in frightened rigidity because if she dared stop clapping then a bad thing would come.




    She hadn’t told Eliot about it when he came to visit; instead she had taken to asking him whether he thought it would rain. He had said yes every time.




    Eliot was wearing his reading glasses now; he’d climbed into the car with a hardback about the history of doubt. The way he held it on the lap as their father drove, she could tell he was unsure of the ensuing protocol; no one was saying anything, so there was no reason for him not to continue reading. But at the same time, if he started reading it would be a confrontational act somehow. His pockets weren’t big enough to put the book out of sight, either. Eventually he pushed his glasses up to the top of his head and looked out of the window. To make conversation, Miranda said, ‘Why are you reading that book? Are you in doubt about something?’




    Eliot yawned, as he did when uncomfortable. ‘I told Cambridge that I’d read it and now I’ve got to make it true.’




    She said, ‘You’re applying to Cambridge?’




    Uncertainty worked his mouth. She thought she had wobbled in her seat, then realized she hadn’t moved at all; the thought don’t go had flashed through her like a swarm of pins. Eliot was one of those boys that made girls go quiet. He was so beautiful that it seemed certain he was arrogant or insensitive or stupid. He’d taken Luc’s contrast of fair skin and dark hair and he’d taken Lily’s curls and lively wide-set eyes. His bone structure was scary and unnatural and flawless. Besides that he was her knight.




    The first week Miranda and Eliot had moved to Dover, they’d played King Arthur’s Court with Martin, Emma and Emma’s older brother, Mark. Martin was Merlin, Miranda was Morgan La Fay, Emma was Nimue, the Damosel of the Lake, and Mark was King Arthur. Eliot said he didn’t care which knight he was – they were all badasses. He’d pulled the green ribbon down through Miranda’s ponytail, tied it around his sleeve and said to her, ‘I’m your knight.’ Miranda pushed him. He took a single step back and scowled. Miranda said loudly, ‘I’m Morgan La Fay – I’ve got spells and I can stick up for myself.’
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