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  The girl paused on her way across the top of the dam and looked out over the town far below.




  The sun was setting, she noted, dipping behind the mountains; lights blazed in the distant windows of the town, car headlights weaving through its streets. How was it so late? The last thing she

  could recall was sitting in a coach heading out on a school trip, bright morning sun outside as she watched the pines fly past her window. She’d been listening to music, trying to drown out

  the lecturing voice of her teacher.




  How many hours ago had that been? And how had she got here, now? She tried to remember, tried to bring it back. All that came was a sense of panic. Panic, then darkness. And then nothing.




  Something had happened.




  She continued walking hurriedly over the dam, the temperature falling as night came. She should have felt cold, she knew. Her cardigan was thin – she’d been dressed for the heat of a

  midsummer’s day, not the bitter chill of night air. But somehow she didn’t feel cold, not even slightly. Instead, she felt scared. And she felt hungry.




  She picked up her pace, her breathing tight and fast. She thought of her parents. Her mother would be out of her mind with worry, her father angry. She thought of her sister. And she thought of

  Frédéric.




  They’d be waiting for her. They’d help her find out what had happened, help her fill in those missing hours. She felt such a longing then – so fierce in her chest that it stole

  her breath away.




  Home, she thought.




  It was time to go home.
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  Anton Chabou stood on the dam and watched the still water. The first time he’d seen the lake, eleven months before, low cloud had flowed slowly down the valley to cover

  the water’s surface. It had rolled onward, over the top of the dam like the ghost of a waterfall, heading for the town below.




  Now, an hour after the sun had gone down, the air was clear. The lake’s surface was like black glass. Behind him, occasional cars drove by. The dam acted as a bridge for all but the

  heaviest vehicles, the fastest route out of town for those heading north and prepared to make the climb up the steep valley-side roads. He’d even seen a young woman crossing on foot earlier,

  shortly before he’d left the control room. It was a rare sight. Most people who wanted to savour the view came by car.




  His phone was in his hand. He didn’t want to make the call, but he knew it had to be done, even if he was the new guy. Eric, his partner for the shift, had been in the job for ten years,

  and Eric had shaken his head, muttering, wanting nothing to do with it.




  ‘Wait until the shift change,’ Eric had said. ‘Act like we just noticed it, and let them make the call.’ Then Eric had sat in the control room, storm-faced,

  refusing to discuss it further.




  Anton had already made the preliminary checks required of him, before raising it with Eric. A remote visual examination of the abutments showed no sign of seepage, and the flow measurements

  seemed correct. Getting a better idea of the current water intake would be necessary, but even if every source of water into the reservoir had done the impossible and conspired to stop, they simply

  weren’t taking enough water out to result in the fall he’d seen since coming to work that morning.




  The lake was emptying, and he had no idea how.




  As the senior engineer on the shift, Eric’s advice to wait almost amounted to a command, but it was advice Anton knew he would have to ignore. He had spent the next hour satisfying himself

  that nothing obvious was wrong. That meant taking the central maintenance shaft down to the upper and lower inspection galleries.




  ‘Gallery’, he’d always thought, was an odd word for what was really just a cramped grey circular tunnel running through the structure of the dam, sickly lighting strung along

  one side, and barely enough room to stand. He had to keep his head down to avoid constantly scraping his hard hat on the cold concrete above.




  By the time he’d walked the upper gallery, his neck was aching and his mood was sour. But he’d bitten his lip and gone down, down, to the lower gallery. In theory, the lower was

  indistinguishable from the upper. The same restricted space, the same weak lighting. The same cold grey. But every time he went down there, it made him claustrophobic in a way the upper gallery

  never did. He was vividly conscious of the weight of water above him, somehow; reaching the end of the tunnel and turning back again, he always had the same image flash in his mind of dark water

  rushing towards him, icy and vengeful.




  His impromptu inspection revealed no problems. The next stage would be to log the measurements on each of the ninety expansion strips throughout the galleries and compare them with the last

  recorded values, normally a weekly chore that took up most of the shift of whoever drew the short straw. He would go down again and make a start on it, once he’d had a break from the

  confinement and a little fresh air.




  Once he’d made the call.




  And so he was back at the top of the dam, phone in hand. He hunted for the number he’d been given almost a year before, when he’d first taken the job. The breeze picked up, suddenly

  bitter, but he preferred the dry sharpness to the damp chill of the tunnels below, a chill that got deep into your bones and was hard to get rid of.




  He dialled.




  ‘Yes?’ said a man’s voice.




  ‘This is Anton Chabou, sir. The water level is dropping. We can’t account for it.’




  For a moment, the voice stayed silent. Then: ‘You’re sure?’




  Anton was about to give a typical engineer’s response: explain the possibilities that remained, explain the procedures they would follow to fully assess the integrity of the dam. But the

  voice knew all of that; all he wanted from Anton was a single word. Yes or no.




  ‘Yes,’ Anton said.




  ‘I’ll be there within two hours.’




  ‘There’s a chance it could just be . . .’ Anton started, but the man had already hung up.




  Anton put his phone in his pocket, readying himself to go back down to the galleries and begin taking measurements. Feeling cold, he stamped his feet and moved around, trying to rid himself of

  the chill in his bones. It made little difference.




  He stared out across the lake and thought about what lay underneath. He thought about what he’d been told officially when he took the job, and about what he’d heard in the months

  since – rumours, inconsistent, conflicting. He thought about what he believed.




  Shivering, he started to descend.
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  Jérôme Séguret sat in his car outside the Lake Pub and wondered what the hell he’d done to deserve it all.




  Disappointed and confused, he’d just left Lucy Clarsen in the room above the pub.




  ‘Sorry,’ she’d said. ‘It can’t work every time.’




  He’d given her the usual money, even though things hadn’t gone to plan. When he asked if he could see her again next week she shrugged and said something non-committal, completely at

  ease with a situation that he found painfully awkward. He avoided eye contact and wondered how he could kid himself that there was anything good about their sessions. On his way out to the car, he

  saw his daughter Léna by the bar with her friends. He was too slow; she spotted him, and spotted who he’d been with. The look in her eye was a blend of irritation and disgust.

  He’d slunk outside to his car, angry with himself.




  He flipped down the sun visor, slid back the cover of the mirror, and glared. It wasn’t that long ago, he thought, since everything had felt right, had felt normal. The family

  finances had been solid, he’d had a wife he adored and two daughters who made him proud, even as they were entering the hard teens. He’d had a smile, back then.




  Now the haunted eyes staring at him in the mirror were those of a different man. He was forty-four, by rights. Four years ago, he’d felt younger than his age, and had looked it. Now? Hell,

  he could be taken as a decade older, maybe more. His hairline was decimated, his skin mottled, and his eyes . . .




  ‘Christ,’ he muttered, and flipped the visor back up. He couldn’t meet anyone’s gaze any more. Especially not his own. Shame and guilt, in equal parts. That was all his

  eyes held now. Hope, like his smile, was long gone. Extinguished on the day they’d lost Camille.




  His daughter had died in a coach accident that ended the lives of the driver, one teacher, and thirty-eight children from the town’s largest school, all in the same year group. There had

  been two children booked on the biology field trip who had happened to miss it. One, David Follin, had shattered his ankle two days before while trying to take on the town’s highest set of

  steps with his skateboard, his best friend Martin filming it on his phone. Martin had put the footage on YouTube the night before he himself had died in the crash.




  The other child to miss the trip had been Léna, Camille’s twin sister. She’d claimed illness that morning; Jérôme’s wife, Claire, had suspected Léna

  was feigning it but had given her the benefit of the doubt. He still didn’t know the truth of it, and it wasn’t a topic he ever wanted to raise. It had been Claire who had attended the

  counselling sessions with Léna; Claire who had held the girl for the long nights that followed Camille’s death. Jérôme had seen the distance growing between him and his

  daughter, and between him and his wife, but consumed by his own grief he’d felt powerless to do anything about it.




  He and David Follin’s father, Vincent, had been friends before the accident, and found themselves becoming drinking partners in the aftermath.




  ‘David can’t cope with it,’ Vincent had said. ‘Whenever he sees a parent, a friend, a sibling of one of those who died, he believes they’re thinking: “Why

  you? Why did you live?” He wants to get away from it. The boy can’t even breathe without feeling guilty.’ Within a year David and his family had moved back to Vincent’s home

  town of Cholet.




  Jérôme had missed the company on those nights when he couldn’t bear being sober. For over two years following the accident, that had been most nights.




  Now, he drank less, and in his own living room. It was cheaper, and he preferred the solitude: he lived in a shitty apartment in town, not in the house on the outskirts where Claire and

  Léna still lived. He needed to be careful with money, and not just because of the rent he was paying; he’d been seeing Lucy Clarsen more often than he could really afford.




  Everything had been right in his life, four years before. Then a coach had veered off a mountain road and taken his life down with it.




  It was a ten-minute drive to the Helping Hand, a shelter co-funded by the church and the town hall. Jérôme had managed to bury his frustration a little by the time

  he got there for the regular parents’ support meeting.




  The parents. Well, those who were left.




  He’d added it up one night. He’d actually gone to the trouble of enumerating the grief.




  Thirty-eight children, thirty-eight families: seventy-six parents, and twenty-nine siblings. The coach driver had a wife, and two sons in their early twenties. The teacher was married but

  childless.




  One hundred and nine immediate relatives, and he’d stopped counting. So much for arithmetic.




  Like David Follin’s family, many had moved away. Too many memories. Of those parents who had stayed, most had other children still at the school and had decided against dragging a grieving

  child away from their friends, from all that was familiar and comforting to them.




  For almost all of those parents with no other children, staying had been impossible. Jérôme had often wondered what would have happened to him and Claire if Léna had gone on

  the trip that morning. He found it hard to imagine feeling emptier than he already did, but he was certain that if both girls had died, Claire would have been another fatality of the accident.




  Léna. Jesus Christ, Léna. So cold towards her parents now. So closed off and untouchable. She and Camille hadn’t just been twins, they’d been identical twins.

  When she walked around town after the crash, people looked at her with a wariness greater than Jérôme had ever felt himself. Greater, surely, than David Follin had experienced.




  When people saw her, they also saw Camille. Their whole lives, the girls had played on the confusion, each pretending to be the other when it suited them, amused that people couldn’t tell

  them apart even when (they insisted) it was so obvious. Once Camille was dead, it was as if that confusion was still present, as if people couldn’t remember which of the two had been

  on the coach. Some found themselves meeting Léna and calling her Camille, silenced by the horror of their mistake and the distress on the face of the young girl. Léna had become a

  ghost. A walking, talking reminder of everything they’d lost.




  I’m not dead. That had been Léna’s cry to her parents, whenever their frustration with her increasingly wild behaviour had boiled over into a shouting match.

  I’m not dead. Maybe if it had been me who’d died, you’d be happy.




  And while Claire had attended the support groups for a time, she’d stopped when her relationship with Pierre, who ran the Helping Hand, had started to evolve into something closer.




  Jérôme had been oblivious at first. He’d taken her at her word, that she’d simply grown tired of the group and knew Jérôme got more out of it than she did.

  It was only when she’d finally told Jérôme about her and Pierre that it really made sense.




  The ensuing row had led to him packing his bags. There had been no question of who would go, of course. Léna needed her mother more than she needed him.




  Jérôme paused outside the entrance to the Helping Hand. The shelter consisted of a main building and several outbuildings, sited high on the valley slope

  overlooking the town. It was a peaceful place; out of the way, but with the town laid out in front of you it never felt isolated. Perfect for mending broken souls, Jérôme supposed.




  He wished he’d given himself time for a cigarette. The view was one he liked after nightfall – the town never looked more alive, and life was something he missed. He was already a

  little late, though, so he went inside. There were the usual number, twenty or so. Most of the parents took turns with their partner. He noted that Sandrine and her husband were both present, but

  they were the exception – Sandrine volunteered much of her spare time to help out at the shelter, and she never missed the support group meetings.




  Jérôme grabbed a chair from the side and brought it over to the gap next to Sandrine, trying not to clench his fist when he realized Pierre was talking. He’d never punched

  anyone in his life, but with Pierre it would be a pleasure.




  Pierre ran the Helping Hand, and he took most of the support groups himself. Alcohol, depression, drugs, divorce (God, the irony); whatever your problem, Pierre was there to grant sanctimonious

  advice that might leave you no better off but would, guaranteed, allow him to feel self-satisfied. Pierre was a religious man; born again, with the zealotry which came from that. He was also surely

  the biggest prick Jérôme had ever met.




  Claire had brought the topic of divorce up more than once in the eighteen months since Jérôme had moved out, and she’d probably done so at Pierre’s suggestion.

  Jérôme had no idea if they’d even slept together yet; given Pierre’s religious commitment he suspected not, and Jérôme certainly wasn’t going to agree to

  a divorce. He knew Claire still felt something for him; not as much as he felt for her, but it was a spark he believed could save their marriage. Time was running out, though. It wouldn’t be

  long before his desire to have his wife back counted for nothing in the courts, and then the way would be open for her to marry Pierre.




  Jérôme kept coming to the support group, even so. It helped him. Why it helped, he wasn’t sure, but it did. Perhaps it was because he liked imagining his fist shutting that

  mouth; perhaps it was just that, with Pierre in the same room, Jérôme knew the man wasn’t with Claire. With his wife.




  ‘. . . and you can all have your say in a few minutes,’ Pierre was droning. Jérôme felt his fist ball up, and had to concentrate hard to relax it again. ‘But

  first,’ Pierre said, ‘I believe Sandrine has something to tell us?’




  Sandrine smiled, not something Jérôme saw much of in this group, except for Pierre’s gracious leer. Everyone else, after all, had had the same kind of immunization against

  smiling as Jérôme. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Yan and I wanted to let you all know that we’re having a baby.’




  More smiles broke out across the group. Jérôme tried, but nothing happened.




  Sandrine went on, hesitant, sounding almost apologetic. ‘It wasn’t easy, but still, we wanted to tell you . . . and to thank you all. Especially Pierre. These meetings really helped

  us after the accident. Because of you we’ve been able to carry on, move forward. And now we have this. Life prevails. It’s such a beautiful gift.’




  ‘That’s your gift to us, Sandrine,’ gushed Pierre. ‘You too, Yan.’




  The group started to clap. Jérôme kept his hands by his side.




  ‘Now,’ said Pierre, ‘you all remember Charlotte, the mayor’s assistant?’ He gestured to the woman sitting to his left; she smiled and nodded, and the group did

  likewise.




  Not Jérôme, of course. He knew she was there to talk about the commemorative monument again, and he remembered the last time too clearly. He would try and keep his cynicism reined

  in, but God . . . People made that hard sometimes.




  Soon after Charlotte began, the overhead lights stuttered and failed, and darkness took over. A ripple of groans and uneasy laughter passed around the circle, before phones were brought out to

  give some light.




  Jérôme stood and went to a window. ‘Looks like the whole town is out,’ he said.




  ‘It should be back soon enough,’ said Pierre from his seat. Jérôme found a bitter smile creep onto his face. Pierre’s tone had been almost scolding. There was

  simply no room for pessimism with the man.




  Small talk ensued, bathed in the pale phone light. Jérôme stayed by the window to avoid the empty chatter. After a few minutes, the lights in town came back on. He returned to his

  seat as the strip lights above him flickered into life.




  ‘Good,’ smiled Pierre. He looked to Charlotte. ‘Let’s continue.’




  Charlotte stood, holding up a folder with drawings of the planned monument for the group to see. ‘So, as I was saying . . . The monument is in the form of a circle. It comes out of the

  foundry on Monday, and it’ll be installed by the end of the month ready for the ceremony. There are thirty-eight holes, one for each student.’ She handed out two copies of the drawing

  for people to take a closer look.




  Wonderful, Jérôme thought. Another empty space for Camille. And he would have to look at the damn thing every day.




  ‘Does anyone have any questions?’ asked Pierre.




  Jérôme’s hand went up.




  ‘Jérôme?’




  ‘Was that thing expensive?’ Beside him, Sandrine and Yan looked up from the drawing they were holding, wary. ‘Because it’s quite ugly, to be honest with you.’

  Silent, the group exchanged uneasy looks. ‘You think it’s nice? You like it?’ He was doing it again, he knew; being honest when silence was the right option. ‘OK,’ he

  said. ‘If everyone else likes it, I’ll keep quiet.’




  Pierre shook his head, dismayed. ‘You made your thoughts clear when we first discussed this. We listened to you, we voted. Can’t we move on now?’




  ‘No,’ said Jérôme. ‘Back then I said it was pointless. Now I’m saying it’s ugly. There’s a difference.’




  ‘OK,’ sighed Pierre, looking away.




  ‘Jérôme,’ said Sandrine, ‘I think we’ve all had enough of your sarcasm. If these meetings seem so ridiculous, then don’t come.’




  ‘Sarcasm? It’s not . . .’ He stopped, feeling tears at the edges of his eyes – he absolutely was not going to give Pierre that satisfaction. He took a breath. ‘I

  come because it does me good. Believe it or not, it does me the world of good, just like you. Without this, all I would have is despair. Maybe life will bring me beautiful gifts,

  one day.’




  Sandrine’s eyes showed a mixture of pity and hostility. Jérôme looked to the floor, silent as the meeting progressed and the arrangements for the ceremony were discussed. He

  heard a phone vibrate nearby, and saw the awkward look on Pierre’s face as the man reached into his pocket to reject the call. A few seconds later his own phone rang. Claire, the screen said.

  He stood and went to the door, stepping outside to take the call from his wife.




  ‘Jérôme?’ said Claire. ‘I need you to come over.’




  ‘What’s wrong? Is it Léna?’




  ‘No,’ she said. ‘It’s Camille.’




  ‘What about her?’




  ‘Please.’




  There was a desperation in her voice that scared him. She sounded lost.




  ‘I’m coming,’ he said.
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  Claire had been in the shrine when the power had cut out across the town.




  Shrine. Jérôme had called it that whenever his patience had worn thin. Camille’s bedroom, kept almost exactly as it had been the day she died.




  Before the age of ten, Léna and Camille had shared a room. Then the approach of adolescence had given them a need for their own space, marked by increasing squabbles over the smallest of

  things. As soon as they each had their own bedroom, the fighting stopped. It had fascinated Claire, to see how the girls were careful to keep their rooms distinct; marking out their differences

  allowed them to remain as inseparable as ever.




  Claire had been in the process of tidying Camille’s room when the news of the accident had first come through. When she’d started tidying, she’d known what reaction to expect

  from Camille, and had almost been able to hear the girl’s outraged voice in her head: Mum, why did you touch my stuff?




  Then Jérôme had rushed into the room, distressed, unable to speak at first, Claire becoming more and more anxious until at last he’d managed just one trembling word:

  Camille.




  And she’d known. In that second the fear that nests in the heart of every parent had become a horrifying reality.




  She’d been living with that fear in the background for fifteen years, living with the realization of what parental love really meant: a need to protect that was so overwhelming, it was

  almost debilitating. Every time one of them was ill or still out even a few minutes longer than agreed, the worst-case scenarios had played out in her mind. Every news story about children

  in peril had left her feeling a terrible guilty relief that it hadn’t been her daughters – that it had happened to someone else. But now it had happened to her. Camille was gone.




  Being a parent was not easy. Losing a child was impossible.




  She didn’t remember much of the immediate aftermath. It was like drowning in dark water – muted sounds filtering through, Jérôme desperately trying to hold her. She just

  pushed him away and stared at the pristine floor of her daughter’s bedroom, feeling as though she’d been caught in an act of sacrilege. That maybe if she hadn’t touched anything,

  Camille would still be here.




  So Camille’s room had remained untouched since, and became a shrine. Candles lit, photographs on the chest of drawers. Claire would sit on the bed and watch the candles reflected on the

  glass frame with her dead daughter’s face, and convince herself that the sharp pain might one day start to dull. At first, she restricted her time in there to whenever she was alone in the

  house. She wanted to spare her husband and Léna. Spare them from the extent of her grief.




  But they’d known. Jérôme’s initial careful remarks had grown increasingly concerned, and then angry, especially as she’d been drawn more and more to Pierre and to

  what Pierre told her.




  God answers prayer, God has the power to heal.




  ‘I want her back,’ she’d told Pierre. ‘Can God do that?’




  Pierre had given her a typically elusive answer: ‘Through God, you will find Camille again,’ he’d said. ‘She will come back to you.’




  But it wasn’t enough. She wanted Camille home, she wanted their life back. She wanted to wake and find that the last four years had been an error, a bad dream, somehow, and in the

  shrine she prayed every day for God to make things right again.




  When the power cut came, it took her a moment to realize it wasn’t just a blown bulb in the lamp in the corner of Camille’s room, the only electric light that she had on. In the glow

  from the candles she went to the window and saw that the street lighting was also off.




  She waited for the power to return. She thought of Léna, out with her friends; probably at the Lake Pub, if the girl’s word still counted for anything. And back when? ‘When

  I’m back,’ was all the assurance Claire had managed to extract before Léna had gone. Still, any kind of assurance was better than none, better than her sneaking out of her

  bedroom and climbing down the trellis at the front of the house with no hint of what her plans were.




  She checked the time. She didn’t expect Léna back for a while yet, unless she’d had another argument with Frédéric.




  Claire went into Léna’s bedroom, a riot of mess. The bedroom of a nineteen-year-old girl, who Claire would still think of as a girl when, God willing, Léna hit her thirties

  and beyond; even when Léna had children of her own, and discovered how such a gift from God carries a crippling price.




  She bent to the floor, grabbing clothes she would throw in the wash, just the smallest concession to tidying – exposing enough floor to actually walk on.




  But nothing that Léna would notice. Never that. Never again.




  Claire heard the front door shut. ‘Léna?’ Had to be a problem with Frédéric, Claire thought, readying herself for a long night of comforting. The irony of

  motherhood, that you feel least useful when your child is happy, and most useful when she’s in turmoil.




  She went down the stairs, and stopped. The fridge door was open, a girl’s hand on it. Claire’s view was obscured as the girl raided the fridge’s contents, plastic tubs of

  leftovers being taken out and put on the breakfast bar; flashes of tied-back red hair.




  ‘Léna?’ said Claire.




  The fridge door swung closed. A young girl stood there. Long red hair, and a face Claire knew better than her own.




  Claire stared. She was dreaming. She had to be.




  There, opening the tubs and taking what she wanted, acting as though everything was completely normal, was Camille.




  The girl saw her. ‘I know it’s late. You must have been worried. But it’s not my fault. Something really weird happened.’




  Claire stood there in breathless silence, not daring to speak. Saying something would break it, she thought, make the moment fracture and crash down around her. Reveal it for the hallucination

  it was. All she could do was stare.




  ‘Don’t look at me like that!’ said Camille, making herself a sandwich. ‘It sounds funny, but I woke up in the mountains, above the dam. It took me ages to get home.

  Honest. I’m not making it up.’ She topped her sandwich and started to eat. ‘I’m so hungry.’




  Claire managed to take a step towards her, silent. She had to keep everything slow, or risk panic.




  ‘Are you OK, Mum?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Claire, on autopilot. ‘I’m OK.’ And the terrible fear in her heart was joined by something else: a terrible hope, just as sharp. She wanted to reach out

  and touch whatever it was that stood before her. Reach out and grab hold, and never let go.




  ‘Is Léna home?’




  ‘No,’ said Claire. The shock of seeing Camille was overpowering; every word she spoke took considerable effort. ‘She’s . . . at a friend’s house.’




  ‘Is she better then?’ asked Camille.




  Claire had no idea what she meant. ‘Better?’




  ‘She was sick, wasn’t she?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Claire. As if it’s the same day, she thought. ‘Yes, she was. She’s better now.’




  Camille reached over the tubs and picked up a frosted glass Claire had bought the year before. She considered it. ‘Wow, this is ugly,’ said Camille, before setting it down and

  heading for the stairs. ‘I’ll clean up later.’




  Claire stood where she was as Camille went out of sight. In the silence, she could hear her rapid pulse loud in her own ears. Surely she was alone in the house. None of that happened,

  she thought. None of it is real. No matter how much I want it to be.




  And then she heard water running in the bathroom, and bounded up the stairs, down the corridor, her hand moving towards the handle on the bathroom door.




  The door opened wide, startling her. Camille stood there, a towel wrapped around her, the bathwater running. ‘Can you get me my dressing gown, please?’ she said.




  Claire nodded; Camille closed the door again.




  Claire turned, hardly able to breathe, then rushed to Camille’s room. She blew out the candles, and took them and the photographs, everything that didn’t belong there, and bundled it

  all into the top of a wardrobe. In the chest of drawers were the things that had been there before, the day of the accident; Claire put them all back in their original places.




  Everything had to go back. She thought of Camille’s dislike of the frosted glass, and she mentally tallied the changes that had happened in the house over the last four years.

  Everything had to go back to how it had been.




  She gathered Camille’s dressing gown, then composed herself. She knocked on the bathroom door, holding it out.




  ‘Thanks,’ said Camille carelessly, taking the dressing gown and shutting the door again.




  Claire walked down the stairs, every movement slow and considered, as if she was walking on glass. She paused, then took her phone and dialled the number of the man who would know what to do. It

  rang through to voicemail.




  ‘Hello, this is Pierre. Please leave a message.’




  ‘Pierre, it’s Claire. Could you come over, please?’




  She hung up.




  She thought for a moment, then called Jérôme.
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  The rain was coming down hard by the time Jérôme got home – and ‘home’ was still how he thought of it. The house where he and Claire had brought

  up the girls, where they’d experienced so much joy and sorrow – not the bare apartment in town he slept in now.




  Claire opened the door, dazed and red-eyed, and Jérôme braced himself for some kind of impact. She looked just as lost as she’d sounded on the phone.




  ‘Come in,’ said Claire. The words came out as if they were escaping from her.




  In the year after Camille’s death, he’d watched Claire come apart piece by piece as he’d withdrawn into the solace of alcohol. He’d ignored every sign, perfecting his

  denial until Léna had stepped in and brought him to some kind of sense, and he had truly seen the look in Claire’s eyes. A look that had been growing in plain view but which he’d

  managed not to notice.




  The same look was there again. Raw, fragile, close to breaking. Oh Jesus, he thought, and felt an almost physical pain at the sight. He loved her, and she was suffering.




  ‘Why did you ask me here?’ He was almost scared to find out.




  ‘You should come inside,’ she said. Jérôme hesitated. Claire dropped her voice, secretive and fierce: ‘Camille is here.’




  ‘Claire . . .’ he said, despairing. This was how it had been on the worst days. Claire would see Camille in town, walking around a corner; she would see Camille in the shot of a

  crowd on television. And on the worst days of all, Claire would call Léna by her dead sister’s name, and insist Léna was playing games with her if she denied it. It

  wouldn’t last; disoriented, panicked, Claire would finally go to sleep and when she woke she would have recovered her bearings, and sob.




  The passing of four years had brought just enough change in Léna’s face, altered it from precise match to close resemblance, enough for that confusion to subside. It was a relief to

  Jérôme, too, not to see the face of Camille every day on her living sister, because he’d suffered from the same kind of momentary error more than once; certain, just for an

  instant, that it was the other twin standing there.




  He’d often wondered if Léna had experienced the same thing, catching her own reflection and finding Camille’s name dying in her throat.




  Claire took a breath; her words tumbled out. ‘She’s in the bathroom. Do you want to see her?’ She was nodding on his behalf, agitated: of course you want to.




  He said nothing and came inside the house, following her up the stairs, walking as quietly as possible. He could hear someone in the bathroom. Léna, of course. He hoped Claire

  hadn’t given Léna any indication of her state of mind. Then he could manage this, he could deal with it. Spare Léna the trauma somehow.




  Claire guided him to the door. ‘Listen,’ she said, looking like a bemused child.




  He took a breath. ‘Léna?’ he called. She would answer, and he would lead Claire back downstairs and they would sit and talk and . . .




  ‘No, it’s me,’ said Camille’s voice. Jérôme turned and looked at Claire. She looked back at him with a desperate smile, and Jérôme opened the

  bathroom door.




  She was there in the bath. Camille, arms suddenly across her chest, angry and embarrassed. ‘What are you doing?’ she said.




  Jérôme paused.




  ‘Get out!’ said Camille.




  Jérôme shut the door. The look that he’d seen on his wife’s face, a mixture of fear and hope, suddenly made sense to him, because he could feel it on his own face

  now.




  He headed straight outside to the patio, and couldn’t get his shaking hands to light his cigarette fast enough.




  ‘She doesn’t remember the accident,’ said Claire, her voice clipped. There was a hint of madness in her eyes that Jérôme empathized with. ‘Only that she was

  on a school trip this morning.’




  ‘No,’ he said. ‘This isn’t possible.’ He shook his head, feeling as if he was trying to shake the sight of his dead daughter out. We buried her, he wanted

  to say. She’s in the town graveyard, deep and cold and silent.




  ‘I know it’s not possible,’ said Claire. ‘But she’s here.’




  ‘There has to be an explanation,’ he said, and took a long drag on his cigarette.




  ‘Like what? I’m going mad? That means you’re mad, too.’




  Jérôme didn’t answer. He knew that the possibility of some kind of breakdown was exactly what had been going through Claire’s mind when he’d arrived at the door.

  The relief that he’d shared in her vision was making her almost giddy.




  ‘You saw her,’ she said. ‘Didn’t you?’




  His back was to the house; Claire’s eyes caught something behind him.




  ‘Look,’ she said. ‘Look at her.’




  He couldn’t turn. Insanity was the only explanation he could think of, and he wanted nothing of it. Then the door behind him slid open.




  ‘Is something wrong?’ asked Camille. ‘What are you doing?’




  He turned around. His dead daughter was standing there in her dressing gown. Her hair wet. Completely normal. Completely alive.




  Her eyes went to his hand. ‘Dad, are you smoking?’




  His hand dropped by his side. He couldn’t stop staring at her. Camille carried on talking, oblivious to the behaviour of her parents. ‘Did Mum tell you? Weird, isn’t it? I must

  have had a blackout or something, right? Shouldn’t I see a doctor?’




  Jérôme wondered exactly how that would play out. ‘Do you feel OK now?’




  ‘Yeah . . . but I’m a little freaked out. So where’s Léna?’




  ‘I told you,’ said Claire, sounding uneasy. ‘At a friend’s.’




  ‘Which friend?’




  ‘I don’t remember.’




  Camille shrugged and went back inside, heading for the kitchen phone. Claire and Jérôme followed, exchanging looks.




  ‘Who are you calling?’ asked Claire.




  ‘Frédéric,’ said Camille. She dialled.




  Claire shot a look of panic at Jérôme. ‘It’s late,’ she said. ‘You’ll wake him.’ They watched, fearful, just able to hear the sound of the phone

  ringing, ringing, expecting it to be picked up at any second.




  Then Camille hung up. ‘Not answering,’ she muttered. ‘Well, I’m exhausted. I’m off to bed. Maybe tomorrow will be a little less weird.’




  Claire and Jérôme wished her goodnight and watched her go; watched her all the way up the stairs, step by step. Only when they heard her bedroom door shut did they realize

  they’d both been holding their breaths. They looked at each other apprehensively.




  Maybe tomorrow will be a little less weird.




  Jérôme didn’t think the chances were good.
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  Julie Meyer sat on her sofa with her legs curled under her, working through the huge amounts of paperwork that came with the job. Three metres away, people were being torn to

  pieces.




  Somebody screamed. She looked up at the television, unable to remember what the film was or how long it had been on. The faces on screen contorted in pain as undead teeth sank into skin. Julie

  glanced casually at the horror in front of her, feeling nothing.




  She got back to the paperwork. It had been a long day, her busiest of the week. Seven clients visited, two of them borderline dementia; one whose daughter was there to supervise, suspicious that

  the work wasn’t being done well. Julie had been suspicious, too; she wasn’t the usual nurse for the patient, and she wondered if her employers had somehow caught wind of the

  daughter’s suspicions and sent her to avoid trouble. Julie had done her job; the daughter had been satisfied.




  ‘I’m sorry I doubted,’ the daughter had told her as she left.




  ‘I’m not her usual nurse,’ Julie had said. ‘Keep doubting.’




  It depressed her, sometimes, the things that people tried to get away with when nobody was watching – especially with those who had no way of defending themselves.




  At last, she came to the end of her write-ups and set her folder down. Tired, she wondered if she should eat something. She wasn’t hungry, but she couldn’t remember having eaten much

  all day. She sat and watched the people die on screen, bored of it but immobile. Eat or not, it didn’t seem to matter to her. Watch a film or not, she didn’t seem to care. Get to bed,

  then? Maybe. Or maybe she would just fall asleep where she sat, and wake in the night and wonder why she was continuing to live at all.




  It wasn’t a life she was living. Everyone had the drudgery of work, the tedium of all the regular hoops you had to jump through just to survive, a long series of the same things

  over and over like breath or pulse. That was what food had become to her, and sleep; something that just had to be done, and no end in sight.




  But everyone else had the moments between the drudgery: the moments that counted, the moments that made it worthwhile.




  That was what life was, she thought. The moments between.




  And she had none. She was paralysed by the inertia of it all. Sometimes she wondered if she’d died in that tunnel seven years ago, because this was not life.




  The phone rang. She switched the television off.




  ‘Hello? Monsieur Costa, calm down . . .’ The man was agitated. She liked Michel Costa: he was old but still sharp, a teacher at the local school until he’d been pushed into

  late retirement. On every heart medication known to science, it sometimes seemed, but his mind was still bright. ‘OK, I’m listening.’




  Chest pain; palpitations. Not unusual for him. She questioned him long enough to be sure it wasn’t more serious, but she promised she would get out to him as soon as she could manage.




  ‘It’s urgent,’ he said.




  ‘I can only go so fast, Monsieur Costa. I’ll be as quick as I can. Meanwhile, you should lie down. Try and stay calm, OK?’




  ‘I’ll be waiting, Julie.’




  ‘I’ll see you soon, and don’t worry, you’ll be fine.’




  There was a pause. ‘Julie? I wanted to . . .’ He trailed off.




  ‘Yes?’ She waited; it was five or six seconds before he replied.




  ‘I’ll see you soon,’ he said, then hung up. The curious distraction that had been in his voice wasn’t encouraging. Julie looked at the phone for a moment, wondering if

  the light of Michel Costa’s mind was finally starting to fade.




  She left her apartment and went downstairs. As she approached the exit to the apartment building, she saw a man outside angrily keying into the security pad. Tall, young, a great mop of unruly

  black hair; she didn’t recognize him, but then she didn’t pay much attention to the other residents. As she opened the door, he gave her a look of relief.




  ‘Evening,’ she said, passing him.




  ‘Has the code changed?’ he asked.




  ‘No.’




  He opened his mouth to say more, but Julie didn’t slow. ‘Goodnight,’ he called after her. She kept walking.




  She was lucky with the bus across town, getting to the stop just before it came around the end of the street. Then it was a ten-minute trudge up steep roads to Michel Costa’s house.




  When he answered the door, he seemed less than eager for her to come in.




  ‘Julie, I, uh, I called again to tell you I was fine, but you must have already left. No need to come out, I’m afraid, I’m much better now. Much better.’




  She gave him a small smile, but inside she was thinking about his state of mind. The man had nobody left to look after him. His wife had died decades ago, and the couple had no children. Chest

  pains and disorientation – it could be much more serious than the usual little twinges she treated him for. ‘Well, I’m here,’ she said. ‘Let me take a look at you and

  make sure, yes?’




  He just stood in the doorway. Julie raised her eyebrows and smiled again. ‘Can I come in?’




  He blinked. ‘Yes, of course, Julie, of course.’




  She sat him down in his living room, keeping a close eye on his behaviour; his eyes were darting to the corridor, agitated, almost frightened.




  She checked him over. Everything was reasonably normal, despite his heart rate being slightly elevated – certainly no sign of a stroke or anything more serious. She put his heart rate down

  to anxiety and gave him what she could to calm it, but after the injection there was little else for her to do here.




  ‘You seem very distressed, Monsieur Costa. Will you be OK?’




  He looked at her. She thought for a moment that he was going to tell her something, confide in her, but then he looked away. ‘I’ll be fine,’ he said.




  She stood and packed up. As she was about to leave, she heard a sound from elsewhere in the house, like the clatter of plates. ‘You’re not alone?’ she said, moving for the

  door.




  He stood and intercepted her with a burst of speed that left him breathless. ‘Yes, I am. It’s just . . .’ Again, that look of almost confiding came and went. ‘It’s

  no one.’




  Was there someone here? She leaned close to him and whispered: ‘If you need me to call the police, just nod.’




  He shook his head. Slow, steady. Sad, almost.




  She looked at him, wondering if she should push further, but his privacy had to be respected. ‘I don’t want to pry, but I’m here if you need to talk, OK? Call me, any

  time.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘You’re sure you’re all right?’




  ‘I’m sure,’ he said. ‘And thanks, Julie. See you next week.’




  When she left, it was raining. It mirrored her mood. Whatever had happened with Michel Costa, she hoped it was temporary. The man had always shone, an example to her that old age held more than

  indignity and decrepitude.




  That was the problem with dealing with so many of the older patients in town, those without support from relatives, those near the end of their days and susceptible to the ravages of dementia.

  She saw it too often, the accelerating decline to the inevitable. One by one, the key parts of their lives – those moments between – would fail them, and vanish, mourned like lost

  children.




  Perhaps that was the advantage to being the way she was. There was little to warrant mourning.
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  After Camille had gone to bed, Jérôme and Claire stood in restless silence in the kitchen. A few minutes later, Jérôme caught movement outside the

  window. Someone was approaching the house: Pierre.




  ‘What’s he doing here?’ he asked, knowing he sounded bitter even as the words left his mouth. Claire threw him a look that left him in no doubt that she’d called him.

  Jérôme followed her to the corridor, but stood back almost out of sight as Claire opened the door. Pierre smiled at her and put his hand on her arm, saying nothing.




  ‘Camille has come back,’ said Claire eagerly, grasping his hand and pulling him through the door. Jérôme was almost amused at the way Pierre’s expression changed

  at once, extreme wariness and a failed attempt to mask it. She hadn’t told him why he was invited, Jérôme thought.




  ‘Just like you said,’ Claire continued. ‘You said He would listen to my prayers.’ Pierre looked dazed. ‘Do you want to see her? She’s in her room.’




  ‘Yes,’ Pierre managed.




  ‘She’s so beautiful,’ said Claire, with a manic edge. ‘I’m so happy.’




  Pierre gave Jérôme a quick look of surprise as he walked past. Hadn’t thought the husband would be home, huh, Pierre? Not the kind of visit the man had expected,

  Jérôme thought. Not at all.




  Jérôme let them go upstairs. When they were out of earshot, he took his mobile and called Lucy Clarsen. She didn’t pick up, so he left a message: ‘Lucy, it’s me.

  Jérôme. I need to talk to you. Call me. Please.’




  Claire thought Pierre was the one with the answers, but Lucy was the only person Jérôme knew who had ever claimed to speak to the dead – the only person he’d thought

  might be telling the truth, at any rate. And it didn’t work tonight, he thought. Because how can you contact the dead, if the dead have already come back?




  Standing outside the bedroom door, Claire could hear movement from within. She’d expected Camille to be sleeping, expected to just sneak the door open so that Pierre

  could see the miracle before him. She knocked instead. ‘Camille? Can we come in?’




  Camille wrenched the door open, angry. ‘Have you been tidying? Mum, why have you moved all my stuff?’




  Claire took a deep breath. ‘Yes, I tidied. I’m sorry.’ She smiled, even so. She’d waited a long time to hear Camille complain about that. ‘This is Dr

  Tissier,’ she said; Pierre was no doctor, but the white lie Pierre had suggested on the way upstairs would help him reassure the girl.




  ‘Hello, Camille,’ said Pierre. There was hardly a flicker in his eyes when he saw her, Claire noted; he was considerably calmer than she had been when confronted with her resurrected

  daughter. It was why she’d called him. He seemed unsurprised by almost everything.




  Camille frowned, immediately suspicious. ‘Why isn’t Dr Delouvrier here?’




  ‘He’s on holiday,’ said Pierre, improvising. ‘I’m filling in. Your mum told me what happened, but I’d like you to tell me, in your own words. Do you

  mind?’




  ‘There’s nothing to tell. I was on the coach, and I woke up in the mountains. That’s all I remember. I think I had some kind of blackout. Maybe it’s amnesia . . .’

  Camille’s eyes widened. ‘Perhaps it’s a brain tumour?’




  Pierre smiled to calm her. ‘No, I don’t think so. Where did you get that idea?’




  ‘Will you examine me?’




  Pierre hesitated. ‘Yes, of course.’ He indicated for Camille to sit on the bed, while he took the chair. Camille offered her wrist. Pierre took it in his hand, pretending to take her

  pulse, looking at Camille with a degree of wonder. Claire stood in the doorway still trying to come to terms with the sight in front of her. But now three people had seen – it was no shared

  delusion. Camille was real.




  After a moment Camille pulled her wrist away, her eyes narrowing. ‘You’re no doctor. You don’t even have any equipment with you. What are you, a psychiatrist?’ She looked

  at her mother, but Claire said nothing. As far as Claire was concerned, her daughter was with exactly the right person.




  ‘No, I’m not a psychiatrist. Do you think you need one?’




  ‘I’m not mad.’




  ‘Camille, what do you think madness is? Shall I tell you? Madness is denying reality. We all do it at some point in our lives. Sometimes it seems it’s the only option. A coping

  mechanism. When reality is too hard to accept, we would rather deny it, or pretend to, just to avoid facing the simple truths around us.’




  He glanced up at Claire. She realized that Pierre was speaking to her, just as much as to her daughter.




  Pierre looked back at Camille. ‘And I don’t think you’re one of those people. Whatever this is, Camille, promise me. Promise me you won’t run from it.’




  Camille sighed, bemused and a little wary. ‘I’m too tired for this.’




  ‘You need to rest,’ said Claire.




  ‘I already tried to. I’m so tired, but I just can’t get to sleep.’




  ‘We’ll give you something to help,’ said Pierre, still in his doctor’s role. He looked to Claire, who nodded. She’d had more than her share of sleepless nights, and

  her medicine cupboard was well stocked.




  Jérôme was waiting for them when they came back downstairs. He’d been straining to hear what they’d been talking about, trying to make out the muffled

  words coming down through the floor. Some, he’d caught; most had been unintelligible, and the thought of Pierre having this privileged role rankled with him.




  There was another source of his anger, though. Irritation with Pierre hadn’t been the only reason he’d not gone up to Camille’s room. While he’d been waiting, it had

  occurred to him that his wariness of Camille was perhaps a little more than just caution. He thought he might even be scared of her.




  ‘So, doctor . . .’ he said to Pierre, belligerent. ‘What’s the diagnosis? Spontaneous resurrection?’




  ‘Please don’t be so disrespectful,’ said Pierre.




  ‘Come on then,’ said Jérôme. ‘Out with it.’ Pierre looked at him, still as infuriatingly calm as he always was; if this didn’t shake the man, what the

  hell would? ‘For Christ’s sake, Pierre,’ said Jérôme, his voice low. ‘My daughter’s risen from the dead. What do we do?’




  Pierre thought for a few seconds, then shook his head. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘It’s never happened before. Well, once, obviously . . . but I imagine you’re

  not interested.’




  ‘You’re right, I’m not. Save it for Claire.’ Jérôme found his patience at an end. Frustrated, he could feel his aggression towards Pierre growing. ‘Now

  answer the question – what the hell do we do?’




  Claire stepped towards Jérôme, holding out her hands to try to calm him. ‘Why take it out on us?’




  ‘Because after years of praying for this, I thought you would at least know how to welcome her. That’s why. I’m disappointed you’re not more prepared. I may not

  know what to say or do, but at least I didn’t pray for this to happen.’




  Pierre, maddeningly, was still unfazed by Jérôme’s outburst. ‘Claire prayed for her daughter to be returned to her,’ he said. ‘But it was God’s grace

  that saw fit to answer her prayer this way.’




  ‘It must be good to be so sure it was God’s grace.’ Jérôme felt the tears sting. He turned away and walked to the other side of the room. Claire followed,

  put her arm around him. Held him. He gave way to it, to the grief and the fear and the confusion, sobbing.




  Pierre cleared his throat. ‘When she finds out the truth, it won’t be easy. She must be told what happened, and that so many of those she knew died. She must be told that she

  shouldn’t be afraid. What she’s going through is terrifying but also wonderful, and that must be what she focuses on. She has to understand that we’ll be here for her.’




  Jérôme looked at him. ‘If you think you can tell her that . . .’




  ‘No, you’re going to tell her,’ said Pierre. ‘You and Claire. You belong here, Jérôme. With your daughter.’




  Jérôme glared at the man, so impossibly reasonable, so intolerably understanding. He clenched both hands, Pierre’s throat becoming too tempting a target, and spoke

  through gritted teeth: ‘Then why are you still here?’




  ‘Stop it,’ said Claire, close to tears herself. ‘Pierre is here to help us. All of us. Our family.’ She looked up to the ceiling, to Camille’s room.




  Drained, Jérôme said nothing. His eyes drifted up to where Claire was looking, and he found himself saying a prayer of his own. Praying that what had come to the house today was

  exactly how it seemed; praying that it really was his daughter lying upstairs in that bedroom.
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  After leaving Michel Costa’s home, Julie had waited twenty minutes at the bus stop under the shelter, the rain still coming down and the sky rumbling. The bus was empty

  when she got on, but as she sat she was surprised to see a small boy of about nine climb on board and stand by the driver. She’d thought nobody but her had been at the stop.




  She watched the boy. There was something about his clothes that struck her as curiously outdated, but wasn’t that how clothing went? In cycles, where styles from thirty years before could

  just resurface unannounced?




  The boy didn’t pay – he just stood looking at the driver, standing perfectly still. The driver said nothing, but after a moment closed the doors and set off. The boy went to the back

  of the bus and sat in silence.




  As the bus drove on, Julie’s worries about Monsieur Costa distracted her. By the time she reached her destination and got off, the boy had slipped entirely from her thoughts.




  The rain had thankfully stopped, but the night air was chilly. Back in her apartment she took off her damp coat, then went over to the window to get her patient logbook. She wouldn’t

  mention anything strange in her paperwork for the visit to Monsieur Costa, she decided. Keep an eye on him, sure, but hope that the disorientation had been a one-off.




  Outside at the rear of the apartment block, far back on the grass four floors below, stood the same boy she had seen on the bus. Hands by his side, standing in the patch of illumination from the

  apartment block’s security lights, just as still as he’d been when she’d seen him earlier.




  Her first thought was concern for the child. On the bus, she’d presumed the driver knew him, that he might even be a relative. She hadn’t noticed him get off the bus at her stop, but

  there he was, alone. Looking at the building.




  Julie frowned and couldn’t shake the feeling that he was looking at her.




  She watched him. He didn’t move. She shook her head. Not my problem, she thought. She took her logbook over to the sofa, but it was only a matter of seconds before her nature got

  the better of her and she went back to the window.




  The boy was gone.




  Her doorbell rang. It made her jump slightly, and she swore. She hadn’t realized she was so on edge. She went to the door. When she opened it to find the boy standing there, somehow she

  wasn’t surprised.




  She should have been, she knew. The distance the boy had covered in so short a time; the entry key code for the building. It wasn’t possible, but it was real.




  ‘Are you lost?’ she said. The boy just looked at her, calm and still. ‘Can’t you get home?’ Nothing. His face showed almost no emotion, but Julie saw one thing

  there: a need. He needed help. ‘What’s your name?’




  The door across the corridor opened. Julie’s neighbour, Nathalie Payet – one of the few people in the building Julie ever spoke to, and then it was hardly by choice. A car-crash of a

  woman, she was the kind who was pushing fifty and still in denial that she’d ever hit thirty, dismayed if anyone should refer to her as ‘madame’. Horribly overfamiliar, she was

  chronically unable to keep her nose out of other people’s business. Julie made a conscious effort not to look to the heavens, but a bolt of lightning would always be welcome at times like

  this.




  ‘Is everything OK?’ said the woman, then she made a show of ‘noticing’ Julie’s uninvited guest. ‘What a handsome little boy!’ she cooed, crouching down

  to him. ‘Hello there!’




  Julie felt the boy’s hand slip into her own and tighten.




  Nathalie Payet stood. ‘Does he live with you? He’s a shy one. What’s his name?’




  Julie looked at the boy, caught by his gaze. She wanted to get rid of her neighbour – just to answer quickly, shut the door and then try to get to the truth of her unannounced visitor.

  Time to improvise. ‘Victor,’ she said.




  The woman’s eyes narrowed. ‘Mmm,’ she said, in a way that Julie didn’t like the sound of. ‘Anyway,’ she continued, affecting girl-to-girl camaraderie. She

  lowered her voice, all smiles, none kind. ‘A young man rang at your door earlier. Quite handsome, actually. Dark and curly, the kind of hair you can really grip.’ She leered.

  Julie felt the boy’s hand leave hers, as he moved into the apartment. She shot a glance after him before forcing her attention back to the woman in front of her. Her unwelcome neighbour took

  this as a cue to get even more suggestive. ‘Called himself Simon. He was looking for Adèle Werther.’ The leer widened. ‘Is that your dating name? Don’t be shy,

  we’ve all done it. Playing away.’




  ‘Not at all,’ said Julie, as stonily as she could manage. ‘She lived here before me. Whoever he was, he obviously didn’t know she’s moved.’




  Her neighbour’s face dropped with disappointment. No sauce for her here, as always. ‘Ah. OK.’




  ‘Goodnight, Mademoiselle Payet.’ Julie stepped back, forcing a polite smile. She started to close the door.




  ‘Goodnight, Julie,’ her neighbour managed, just before it shut in her face.




  Julie found the boy in the kitchen, calmly eating from a packet of biscuits as though he belonged there. ‘Make yourself at home,’ said Julie, but her sarcasm was lost on him. He

  looked at her, and gave her the slightest of smiles. ‘You’re hungry?’ she said. He nodded. ‘I’ll cook you something, if you talk to me. Something nice. Just tell me

  where you live, so I can get you home safe.’ She had had enough experience of kids to know bribery was usually the fastest way to get results. He said nothing, however. Julie shook her head.

  So much for that. ‘Then you’ll get what you get,’ she said.




  For all she knew the boy could be allergic to everything, but she had some frozen rice in the freezer and reckoned she was safe enough with that. He watched her as the rice heated in the

  microwave; she watched back, staying silent too in a game she felt she was destined to lose.




  She put the plate of rice in front of him, and he ate without a pause. As he ate, Julie wondered about the young man her neighbour had mentioned – presumably, the man she had passed on her

  way out to see Monsieur Costa earlier. He’d come looking for Adèle. Thoughts of Adèle led, inevitably, to thoughts of Laure; Adèle was an acquaintance of Laure, and that

  was how Julie had learned this apartment was available when she’d first taken it, eight years before. A different time. A different life.




  The apartment had been a bright place, a happy place, for a while. She and Laure had even started making plans; Laure’s job as a police officer had been going well enough for her to hope

  for a promotion. Then things changed, and everything Julie had was ripped away . . . Ever since that night in the tunnel, her apartment had been more like a tomb.




  She looked at the boy. Whatever the circumstances, she was glad of the company, but the circumstances were likely to catch up with them both before long.




  ‘OK,’ she said. ‘I’ve waited long enough. Talk.’ Nothing. ‘You understand me, yes?’ He nodded. ‘And you have the ability to speak?’ Nod.

  ‘So if you won’t tell me, I’ll call the police. They’ll come for you, and your parents won’t be happy. Shall I call them?’




  There was no reaction. He just kept eating, watching her with that same flat expression. She went to get the phone, to show she meant it. ‘OK, I’m calling. Here I go.’




  She dialled. When they answered, she said nothing. The boy was watching her, that need in his face, and she couldn’t do it. She tried, but she just couldn’t. If he was running from

  something, she couldn’t just send him back to it. At least not until she knew what it was.




  She hung up. ‘Just for tonight, then. Tomorrow I’m taking you to the police, you hear me?’




  He ignored her, just continued eating until he’d finished his rice.




  ‘Was that enough?’ she asked.




  He nodded. Julie took his plate to the sink. When she turned, the boy had gone. She went through to the living room. He’d switched on the television, still on the horror channel

  she’d been watching earlier. Screams filled the room; she hurried over to switch it off.




  ‘Uh-uh. Not for you.’ A clock caught her eye, and she realized how tired she was. ‘Isn’t it time you went to sleep?’




  The boy said nothing.




  ‘At least tell me your name.’




  He looked up at her with that same need in his eye. ‘Victor,’ he said, and he smiled.




  For a moment she was taken aback that he’d spoken at all; then, she was annoyed at his response. But her annoyance vanished as the boy’s eyes locked onto hers; Julie found herself

  smiling in return. ‘Victor it is, then. For now. Maybe one day you’ll tell me what your real name is, huh? Come on, shoes off. Sleep.’




  He lay back on the sofa; she fetched a blanket and put it over him. He closed his eyes. She had to resist the urge to put her hand on his head, stroke his hair before she went, but she

  managed.




  Julie left the room and put out the light. She didn’t notice the boy’s eyes open again, as he watched her go.
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  Léna had spent the evening the way she usually did: in the Lake Pub with Frédéric and Lucho. Away from the house, away from those fretful eyes her mum had

  worn for as long as she could remember. Well, ever since Camille died, and her mother’s overprotection started to go through its destructive loop – growing until Léna

  couldn’t breathe and she pushed against it hard, and her mum stepped back and sank into whatever state it was she’d found herself in. Depression, anxiety, grief, loneliness. All that

  and more, round and round in a vicious cycle.




  Her mum close and in her face, shouting and crying and angry and scared, or her mum distant and mute. Whatever state her mother was in, the best option for Léna was always the same: to be

  out of the house.
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