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			for Mat, forty-three years ago—

			“some day, son, all this will be yours”

		

	
		
			 

			“…dreams you might have dreamed yourself…”

			Robert Robinson, on classic horror fiction

			“I have walked a city’s streets where no man else had trod.”

			Robert E. Howard, Recompense


			“I ask you to think on the hours when one sleeps. Do you know what happens then? The body may lie still in bed, but what happens to the thoughts – the spirit? With what ancient demons does it spend its time? And in what deeds?”

			Ardel Wray and Joseph Mischel, Isle of the Dead


			“I am forever dreaming of strange barren landscapes, cliffs, stretches of ocean, and deserted cities with towers and domes… All this dreaming comes without the stimulus of Cannabis indica. Should I take the drug, who can say what worlds of unreality I might explore? I have travelled to strange places which are not upon the earth or any known planet. I have been a rider of comets, and a brother to the nebulae… Surely the strange excrescences of the human fancy are as real – in the sense of real phaenomena – as the commonplace passions, thoughts, and instincts of everyday life.”

			H.P. Lovecraft, in letters (27 September 1919, 21 May 1920)

		

	
		
			One

			1971

			When they let her out of the room at last, she’d forgotten what she had to say. The sky outside the window told her it was evening, the sunset descending a smouldering ladder of clouds above the Oxfordshire hills, and she could hear voices in the corridor. Apart from those details, her mind was blank. Above the clouds the August sky was a deep blue, calm as the sleep her whole body ached for. Maybe the voices weren’t in the corridor after all but in the pincushion that her wired head felt like. She had just realised that her speculations had driven what she had to say out of her head when the door opened and Stuart Hay came in.

			Whatever it had been, she didn’t think she would have been able to say it to his round young constantly flushed face that always looked incredulous. “Still here then, are you?” he said, scratching his mat of cropped red hair. “Having a lie in?”

			“There isn’t much else I can do, is there?”

			“There is now.” He pulled back the cuffs of the redundant lab coat that he wore like a skeptic’s uniform and began to peel the taped wires off her forehead. “You can meet the others.”

			So she would meet them at last, but just now that was only another distraction, something else to make her forget what she had to remember. “Is it over?” she said.

			“Disappointed?” He had removed the last of the contacts; the patches of her skin where they had been felt moist and cool, as if his fingertips were lingering. “What were you expecting?” he said with a grin that looked patronising.

			“What were you? It was your idea.”

			“Dr Kent’s, not mine.” He was smiling, pleased that she’d been sharp with him. “But no, we haven’t done yet,” he said fetching her dressing-gown from the hook on the door. “She thought it was time for you all to meet one another.”

			She swung her disused legs out of the sheets that felt untidy and clammy, and wondered if she could stand up. “How long now, do you think?”

			“You’ve only been here five days, you know.”

			“It feels more like twice that,” she said matching his sharpness. She’d listened to at least that many playbacks of her voice that sometimes sounded as if she had been muttering drunkenly in her sleep. “I can’t even read now, I can’t concentrate with waking up so much.”

			“You could go stir crazy in here at that,” he admitted, with a glance aound the pale green room that was almost clinically bare, but his tone seemed to say that not only had she volunteered, she was being paid as well. She tidied her hair in front of the mirror and gazed at her wide mouth, her bright green eyes, her long blond hair spilling over her shoulders. He took her arm as she limped on her prickling legs towards the door, and that contact let her ask “Have you found out anything about me?”

			“Too soon to say.” He halted, gripping the doorknob. “Just one thing before you meet the others – please don’t talk about any of your dreams. I don’t need to tell you why.”

			The smell of paint in the corridor caught at her throat, the indirect lighting that trailed down the green walls made her feel half asleep. She could hear several voices now, in the lounging area at the far end. Though Stuart was leading her slowly towards them while she got used to her legs again, she felt she was going too fast to think. Had she had a dream that she’d forgotten to confide to the microphone over her bed, or was that her exhausted imagination? Had Stuart been in it, or was that her imagination too? The more she tried to grasp it, the less real it seemed, and in any case it was too late now, for they were at the end of the corridor. As she stepped off the linoleum onto the island of green carpet, everyone turned to look.

			She didn’t take in their faces at first. She had let go of Stuart too readily. The carpet seemed to give way under her feet, and she sat quickly on the nearest chair, almost missing. She had a confused impression of a crowd of seated people and large-boned Dr Kent alone on her feet, the empty socket where a television should have been plugged in, tables bare of newspapers and magazines, smoke streaming jerkily up from an ash-tray – but there were only a few people, one of whom came over and sat next to her. “We’ve been looking forward to meeting you, Molly. I’m Joyce.”

			She was a small woman in her forties, grey eyes bright as steel in her square face behind pale blue spectacles, whose case was clipped into the breast pocket of her candy-striped summer dress. She snatched off the spectacles as if that would help her get closer to Molly. “I’ll introduce you. Freda, Helen, Danny. Stuart and Guilda you know, of course.”

			Guilda must be Dr Kent, whose long face with its pale almost invisible eyebrows looked amused by the way Joyce had taken over. She came around the circle of low chairs to Molly, her large hand fingering the row of pens in the pocket of her lab coat, and Joyce rounded on her. “Now we’re all here, what can you tell us?”

			“Not a great deal. I thought I made that clear. Nothing that might influence your dreams.”

			Joyce looked furious at being put in her place by a woman several years younger than herself. “Will you give us your word that you’ll tell us everything if we agree to continue?”

			“Eventually, when we’ve analysed the results.”

			“Very well. We put our trust in you.”

			She was taking her role of spokeswoman rather for granted, Molly thought in the midst of her frustration at trying to remember. “Just so long as you make sure,” Joyce was saying to Dr Kent, “that people know what we’ve seen before it’s too late.”

			“Famous.” That was Danny, a bullnecked man in his twenties, whose head looked too small for his neck. Perhaps it was the multitude of pimples that stood out against his pasty complexion that made him avoid looking directly at anyone and keep his voice so low that they had heard only the last word. “We’ll be famous,” he said now that everyone was listening.

			“I don’t care if we’re famous or not.” Joyce put on her spectacles to stare at him, her grey eyes glinting in her square face. “We could be useful if only the world would acknowledge it, that’s what matters. That’s what I expect Guilda to achieve.”

			“They must think we’re important,” Danny mumbled, “or they wouldn’t be paying us so much.”

			He couldn’t earn much if he was impressed by the nominal fee they were receiving. He broke the embarrassed silence himself. “It’s funny,” he said forcing a laugh to prove it, “I used to dream I’d be famous. That shows it works, doesn’t it? That’ll show them. Once I dreamed—”

			Dr Kent was behind his chair so fast he shrank away. “Please remember what I said,” she murmured.

			Freda took pity on him. She was a lanky woman in her forties who sat stooped forward as if to hide her tallness. Above her full lips and long nose, her eyes looked wistful. “I know how you feel,” she told him. “Sometimes I wish I could have seen the future. I don’t usually dream ahead, I dream—” She smiled quickly and covered her mouth.

			“Dreaming ahead isn’t what counts,” Joyce said. “It’s preventing what we see that matters.”

			“That’s what I meant I wished.”

			Joyce had already turned back to Guilda. “Have you any idea how it feels to see these things and not be able to do a blessed thing to change them? It’s worse than being paralysed, it must be. It’s like being the only one who can see in a world full of blind people. It’s like seeing a child on the edge of a cliff and not being able to do anything because you’re too far away and the people who could save the child can’t see and won’t believe. And not just once, night after night, dream after dream. And every time it’s worse because you know nobody will listen.”

			Danny was gazing at her as if she’d read his thoughts. Certainly she’d given voice to discouragements Molly hadn’t fully realised that she felt herself. That unresolved feeling in her mind was still there, distant and vague. If the others stopped talking she might be able to grasp it, and it seemed important that she should.

			Helen was trying to speak, a plump young woman perhaps still in her teens, whom Stuart’s gaze kept straying to: long black hair glossy as sealskin, eyes very dark in her pale oval face, curves filling her jeans and t-shirt, and Molly scoffed at herself for suffering a twinge of jealousy, as if Stuart’s opinion mattered. Joyce interrupted before Helen had got out a sentence. “You can tell us this much,” she said to Dr Kent. “Have any of us had the same dreams?”

			“It’s rather early to say,” Dr Kent said and smiled at Joyce’s immediate fierce frown, “but there do seem to be suggestive similarities, yes.”

			Perhaps their murmur of triumph drove Stuart away, through a pair of swing doors. Molly had joined in, but she was wondering which of her dreams someone else might have shared: her sailing ship as long as the horizon, her trying to sing “I’m only a cross-eyed octopus” to an auditorium full of priests, her endless clamber up a sloping roof in a blizzard to get to her parents’ bedroom? More likely it had been one of the dreams she had forgotten by now.

			“Some people won’t believe you dream,” dark-eyed Helen said now that she had the chance. “My husband won’t believe he does. It’s like he won’t admit to that part of himself.”

			“My Geoffrey has to believe in mine,” Joyce said. “Has to put up with them. Not that he can do anything about them, any more than I could.”

			“David must be wondering how I’m getting on.” Helen sounded as if she hoped he was. “I wish I could call him. I know I can’t,” she said quickly as Dr Kent made to speak. “He’ll just have to wonder a bit longer. Do him good. Keep him guessing.”

			“I’d like to know how my Geoffrey’s coping. I can’t leave him with a can of beans unless I leave instructions with the opener. Men are such babies, all of them.”

			“I think some people are afraid to think too much about their dreams,” Molly said, changing the subject for Danny’s sake. “I expect they feel they’re at the mercy of their dreams. We all are.” Certainly she felt at the mercy of the one she had forgotten; it made her feel ponderous and prickly and stupid.

			Just then Stuart wheeled in a trolley laden with food on moulded plastic trays. So there must be people in the long concrete building who she hadn’t seen, someone to cook and someone to read the scribbling of brain waves, perhaps, unless a computer took care of the latter. Stuart passed out trays and plastic cutlery, lingering beside Helen and then beside Molly. Danny was peering suspiciously at his knife as Freda said “Tell us about yourself, Molly. You haven’t had a chance.”

			“I’m in my last year at university before I go out into the big wide world. I’d like to work in the media. I was working for a magazine when I heard about this.” No need to say it was a sexology magazine, it made her feel so stupid. Concocting readers’ letters had sounded like a fun way for her and Stephanie to spend the vacation, but two weeks of inventing variations had left Molly and her imagination exhausted. The day she’d found herself writing about buttered breadsticks she had known it was time to quit, even if she hadn’t seen the call for subjects for the Foundation for Applied Psychological Research. “I’d like to work somewhere,”she said, suddenly realising, “that would give us a voice.”

			Joyce was a nurse, Freda worked in a department store in Blackpool, Helen was at library school, Danny was a cinema projectionist and said so resentfully when Helen asked if he was a student too. Molly was surprised how happy she felt just to be with people like herself, people who didn’t regard her as a curiosity or an embarrassment. Her parents had always behaved as if it wasn’t quite nice of her to say that she’d dreamed last night of the morning’s news; even if it was true it was something you didn’t talk about, like her periods, and she had learned not to mention either as she had ceased to be a child. Since then she’d seldom woken with that sense of having seen a photograph that was waiting to be taken, but perhaps now, as she found out about herself— Now Stuart was stacking the scraped plastic trays and collecting the empty beakers, and all too soon Dr Kent was saying “I think it’s time to continue.”

			They were standing up when Joyce demanded “What was the idea of bringing us all together for tea?”

			“Why, to see if meeting each other affects your dreaming.”

			The others were heading for the bathrooms, Freda stooping a little, Danny brushing back his spiky hair that looked as if he kept losing his temper with it, Stuart watching Helen’s blue-jeaned bottom swaying. Molly glanced back at the circle of empty chairs, and suddenly she felt as if she’d dreamed the meeting. Had the photograph been taken without her noticing, or had it yet to be? For a moment she felt breathlessly apprehensive. She couldn’t tell Dr Kent, for it was too late for her to know if she’d had the dream or was just imagining that she had. She trudged away to the bathrooms, to her room, back to bed.

			She filled her tumbler with water from the jug on the bedside table and lay down, gazing at the microphone. Dr Kent’s last words were troubling her somehow, mixed up with the dream she didn’t know if she had had and the distant frustration that had seemed, for a moment when Dr Kent had finished speaking, close enough to grasp. There was no point in saying any of this to the microphone when it might not be switched on, but perhaps she could tell Stuart when he reached her on his rounds.

			The thought of how he would react kept her quiet as he taped the wires to her skull. Damn his skepticism, he was here to listen. He was tucking in the sheet now, and she felt his hand under her breast through the mattress, as if he wore a huge clumsy glove. “Anything else I can do?” he said.

			He reminded her of the obscure contempt the sexology editor felt for his readers. “You’ll be lucky,” she said.

			“Be like that, then.” He sounded offended. He gave her and the room a curt glance from the doorway before he closed the door.

			She dragged her paperback War and Peace off the bedside table and tried to read. She didn’t feel like closing her eyes just yet. If the idea of dreaming had begun to make her uneasy, that was information too. Perhaps it was rather the thought of having to wake up at the end of every dream that was troubling her; she knew by now that she would. Soon all this would be over, and she could write about it. Perhaps that might even help her get a job.

			She took out her tasselled bookmark that was cracking the fat spine. “What did I come here for?” Rostov was wondering. “Who are they? Why are they here? What do they want? When will all this end?” Not for another thousand pages at least, and the prospect made her eyelids droop. She closed the book on her finger so that she wouldn’t be tempted to give up entirely, and let her eyes close.

			She felt Tolstoy settle beside her. She felt warm and safe, no longer troubled by frustration. Sleep must be the answer, and she hadn’t realised how much she needed it. Fish never sleep, she thought, sharks never dream, and wondered what these dreamy thoughts looked like as they swarmed along the wires, spiders of the mind, swarming out of the other rooms to their lair. Was anyone dreaming yet? What did Freda dream? It frustrated Molly not to know, but now she was drifting again, Little Nemo piloting the Nautilus deeper and deeper through the chambers of the subconscious but nobody was at the controls… little nobody… nobody in the passenger area with its pale green walls and its low chairs on the island of carpet… except that now something was: a circle of seated figures that were altogether too pink, that were turning their blank heads to her. She jerked awake and muttered a description to the microphone, though she wasn’t sure where her sleepy thoughts had turned into a dream. Usually she liked this state, the stream of thoughts and obscure correlations that reminded her of the pages she’d read of a digest of Finnegans Wake, but now it felt uncontrollable, sweeping her towards the precipice of dreams. There was nothing to fear, everyone dreamed, but why did they? Whenever I feel afraid I hold my head whenever I feel afraid I hold my head whenever I feel afraid, over and over an’ dover Andover, an Iron Age settlement near London, but she wasn’t sitting a history examination now, she was back in the sexology office and faking letters as fast as she could, for Danny Swain in stained trousers to collect. That woke her momentarily, wondering why she should have thought that was his name, but now she was in a lecture hall where Joyce was haranguing the audience while Dr Kent heckled, shouting “A blind man needs no crutch.” That seemed profoundly meaningful as Molly woke; she would have told the microphone except that she was sinking again into the dark, which seemed impatient now. It was all right, she had the microphone, she could keep in touch as she ventured into the dark.

			She looked up as she took the first step. Either the walls met overhead, high up in the dark, or the sky was utterly lightless. Though the walls were full of windows, not a window was lit, and she couldn’t see a single face in the crowd she was struggling through. Their bodies felt puffy and yielding, they smelled of sodden musty cloth, but she could wake if she had to, if their hands should seize her and drag her back into the dark. Waking was the best means of escape, the only one – but suddenly she was out of the crowd, in a narrow street lit by lamps that dripped black rain. She was in front of a door.

			She mustn’t go in. This was the photograph that was waiting to be taken, the red door where green paint showed through the top left-hand corner of the upper right-hand panel, the dog-faced knocker canted slightly to the left, a brass ring in its mouth. There were six doors in that house, but if there were more— She was shuddering and reaching for the microphone in the hope that telling it would help her understand why she was so afraid, and then she remembered that it could do much more: it would let her find her way back. She raised the microphone to her face and glanced back along the cord. It had snapped.

			The frayed end lay in the gutter, the exposed wires twitching in the water that was streaming towards the drain. She flung away the microphone, which struck the foot of a streetlamp with a hollow tinny sound. She couldn’t find her way back. There was only one way to go, for someone had opened the door.

			She wanted to turn and run, it didn’t matter where. Worse than nightmare waited beyond the doorway. But the distant frustration was suddenly close, urging her forward, and when at last she managed to make her legs move she found she was stumbling into the house, along the hall, past the staircase where she didn’t dare look up. The knob of the door beyond the stairs felt like a lump of ice in her hand. When the door opened, it seemed to drag her into the room.

			It was a back parlour. A tasselled lampshade turned the walls and floor-length curtains a smoky brown. Antimacassars drooped over the chairs and settee that huddled around a gas fire, its orange flames stuttering. China dolls lined up neatly, the tallest in the middle, on the mantelpiece beneath an oval mirror. The room was stifling, she could hardly breathe. Then she saw the figures in the room, and she couldn’t breathe at all.

			They must be life-size dolls. What else could they be, with their blurred pink faces? But they were moving towards her, and so was the man who couldn’t close his eyes, another man with something nodding on his shoulder, and yet another who was armless, staggering about and crying at his incompleteness. Worse, she was moving towards them. She was suffocating with panic and the heat of the room, she would wake if only she could scream – and then she saw her terrified face in the oval mirror and realised that she could do neither. She had made things change at last, by going through the doorway of the house. The frustration that had urged her forward was satisfied, and now she knew that it hadn’t been hers, nor Joyce’s, nor anyone’s. For one appalling endless moment everything was clear: both what would happen and what she would have to do to prevent it from happening.

			Her convulsion tore all the wires off her skull. One adhesive pad pulled out several strands of hair. She was sitting upright in bed, staring at the pale green room, but she felt as if she hadn’t escaped the stifling brownish room. Her head was pounding, her whole body ached with jerking upright. She felt she was being dreamed.

			She went stumbling towards the door, though she wasn’t sure which door it was. Someone was crying out, but it was so distant that she could hardly believe it was her voice or that anyone else could hear. She ought to have used the microphone to cry for help, but now she was at the door, clinging to the knob without knowing if she meant to turn it or to hold the door shut. If the bare green hall was out there it would be no relief, for it led to Joyce and the others. She didn’t know why that terrified her – she had already forgotten what the dream had revealed. She knew only that the door was opening as, too late, she struggled to hold it closed.

			Stuart was there. Behind him she saw Dr Kent, who looked baffled. Now that the door was open, Molly was able to distinguish that the cries weren’t her own after all. She couldn’t tell whose they were, which room they came from, but they sounded like the cries of someone unable to wake. At once she was sure that someone was still in the stifling brownish room.

			She was beginning to tremble as the implications of that thought grew clear. The door opposite hers laboured open. It was Danny. He clung to the doorframe and seemed to be trying to focus his eyes. When he saw Dr Kent he lurched at her. “You made it happen,” he shouted in a blurred voice that sounded as though he had never raised it before.

			Dr Kent stepped back, and Danny saw Molly. His eyes widened. He staggered towards her and halted himself by grabbing the wall outside her room. The hatred in his bloodshot eyes felt like a blow in her face, and looked very much like madness. He couldn’t be about to say what she feared he would. It wasn’t true, she cried within her panic. Please don’t say it, please.

			“And you did,” he said.

		

	
		
			Two

			Eleven Years Later

			The rain came slashing across Hyde Park and plastered the traffic at Marble Arch with the leaves it had ripped from the trees. Above the junction choked with traffic, the November sky was a tidal wave. Bayswater Road was a mass of black roofs that the spiky rain turned pale, taxis full of businessmen stuffed with expense-account lunches; tented cyclists wobbled between the buses on Oxford Street, early Christmas shoppers struggled along Edgeware Road behind the shields of their umbrellas. Molly gazed down at all this from the window of the office on the fifth floor of Metropolitan Television and couldn’t hear a sound.

			In six months she hadn’t got used to the silence. It made her think of those moments when she would remember something so intensely that her surroundings slipped away without her noticing. She tried not to have those moments any more; they felt too much like losing control. She turned away from the window, to the accounts Ben had dumped on her desk.

			Their programme had gone over budget last month, if she could call it hers as well as Ben’s, or wanted to. Surely not even his dining could have gobbled up several thousand pounds. She skated a ruler down the columns of figures while typewriters chattered in the adjoining offices, and at last she found the culprits, though she had to phone Accounting to be sure what the secretive computer meant: the film extracts Ben had used in his programme about corruption in the unions, Peter Sellers as a shop steward, Richard Attenborough suffering the silent treatment for breaking a strike. Ben had said he had contacts in the film companies who would let him have the extracts cheap, but it seemed he had run out of favours.

			She sat back feeling justified, staring at his desk opposite hers. It was bare except for programme schedules and the afternoon’s memos, two piles of paper flanking the telephone at the exact centre of his desk. Her desk was crowded with everything else: newspaper clippings, In and Out trays, an IBM typewriter, the telephone, which had to pass all his calls; there wasn’t room for anything of hers. It must be essential to his image of himself that his desk always be clear, as essential as the calendar girl above his swivel chair, her hip turned just enough to show a hint of curly pubic hair. The trouble was that the calendar was hanging where Molly would see it whenever she looked up, and she knew all too well what that was supposed to achieve. This was where three years at university and eleven in broadcasting had got her. She was sighing fiercely when he came in from lunch with the head of Programming, a lunch that had lasted most of the afternoon. “My God, you sound frustrated,” he said. “You can stop now.”

			He looked like his own image of perfection: black blazer with polished gold buttons, steel-grey knife-edged trousers, a polo shirt so white it was fluorescent, blue just-shaved jowls, clipped black moustache, sleek hair combed back. She couldn’t help but enjoy saying “Your bits of film cost too much.”

			“You’re joking. What, that old stuff? They ought to be paying us for the publicity, if any of them are still alive.” But he looked pleased with himself. “Dig out your maps. We’re going north tomorrow.”

			When she spread the map on his desk he reached across her to run his finger up the motorway, and she could hardly breathe for the smell of haircream. “We’ll be staying here overnight, so you’ll need to book rooms for us and the crew. Adjoining if possible.”

			“I shouldn’t think it will be.”

			He straightened up, and the back of his hand touched her breast – backhanded but no sort of compliment, she thought wearily. “Look, Molly,” he said as if he hadn’t noticed, “we have to work together. Why behave like this?”

			“I don’t think you can complain about my work, Ben, and that’s all the advertisement said you were hiring.”

			“And your personality.” He was trying to be gentle, which was even more oppressive than the smell of haircream. “We have to get on with each other when we’re together so much of the time.”

			“Then try treating me like a person instead of a Dictaphone. You want me to book these rooms and I don’t even know why.”

			“Sorry, my mistake. I’ve been talking to one of the protesters who got inside the nuclear base. He can prove they were, whatever the Navy says.”

			“Thanks.” She folded the map and went back to her desk. “Now I know.”

			“Friends?”

			“I suppose so.”

			“Fine. That’s what I like to hear.” He began to leaf through the programme schedules. “Adjoining rooms then, yes?”

			“Not for us, Ben. Not now or ever.”

			He gave her a long expressionless stare and looked away, as if he’d seen nothing worth seeing. “Just do your job, then. Get the hotel.” He pretended to ignore her as she dialled, but she knew he was listening intently, which stiffened her words even before she spoke them. So this was the prospect Leon had found for her, the opportunity he’d convinced her she was looking for.

			That wasn’t fair to him. Metropolitan had looked to both of them like her chance to achieve something at last. Six years in parochially local radio had helped her sleep at night without starting awake in a panic, but the experience hadn’t been much use when she’d moved to London and television. She’d worked two years as researcher for a chat show hostess whose sole distinction was to sound less intelligent than any of her guests, and nobody in the audience knew that was the truth. Thank heaven for BBC and the job assisting Leon! She’d enjoyed those years once she had got used to him. She had been as disappointed for herself as she was pleased for him when Metvee had offered him his own arts programme but wouldn’t keep her on as his assistant, and then he’d found her the job as assistant on the news programme. The show was going to be independent and fearless; it had sounded like her chance to be that too. And by God she was, as far as Ben Eccles was concerned. Thinking about her ambitions while she waited for the hotel receptionist to answer made her want, however sadly, to laugh.

			So did what the receptionist said. “If there’s only one single then of course I must have that,” Molly said, smiling sweetly at Ben. “Mr Eccles and his crew will sort out the doubles between them.”

			Ben made to speak, but glared at the schedules instead. He ignored her when she said “Anything else I can do?” Perhaps he meant her to feel useless, which, infuriatingly, she did. She had been reduced to gazing out at the lake, a slab of jagged slate amid the sodden park, by the time Leon came up from the studio.

			The sight of him, of his chubby good-natured face beneath its ash-blonde hair and the rest of him bearlike in his sheepskin coat, cheered her up even before he said innocently “How are you, Ben? What are you investigating now?”

			Ben clearly wanted to ignore him but couldn’t resist a retort. “Maybe I should be investigating you and your bloody silly titles.”

			“Oh, Ben, I didn’t know you cared.” Leon’s campy wriggle was barely a glimpse, a throwaway joke. “Nothing wrong with a bit of irreverence. We shouldn’t take ourselves too seriously in this game.”

			“Irreverence? You call calling a programme Arty Farty irreverent? Infantile, more like. If I’d had my way you wouldn’t have got away with it, and I don’t mind telling you I let them know upstairs. There’s enough gossip about us as it is.”

			“Don’t tell me you’ve been reading Private Eye on the newsstands again.”

			“I wouldn’t wipe my arse on it.” Ben’s face was darkening, and Molly found she was wishing once again that she’d read the magazine’s lampoon of him before she had applied for the job at Metvee: “Ben Eccles, investigative journalist noted for his close-up investigation of any female staff who stray his way…” “I’d like to know where they’re getting their information about us,” Ben said with a glare at Leon.

			“Not guilty, your honour.” Leon raised his eyebrows, which made his chubby face look even more amiable. “Why, I thought you were a champion of investigative journalism.”

			Ben’s glare went blank. “Did you want something here, Leon?”

			“Molly, when she’s ready. We’re due at the London Film Festival.” He glanced at his watch. “I can wait a few minutes if you like. I’ll chaperone you two and Molly can chaperone us.”

			Ben looked down, dismissing them both. “She can go. She’s done enough for one day.” As they left, Molly buttoning her quilted Finnish raincoat, he muttered “About time you went back to the BBC and wasting the taxpayers’ money.”

			He meant Leon, not her. She was stuck with working for a man she didn’t like at a time when jobs were growing scarcer. The weight of six months of Ben and who knew how much longer suddenly made her feel exhausted. “Would you mind very much if I don’t come with you this time?” she said as the lift took them down to the lobby.

			“I really would appreciate your company.”

			He looked so disappointed and anxious that she gave in. “But I don’t want to hang around after the film. I know you, you’ll be talking for hours.”

			“I won’t make you hang around unless you have a reason to,” he said so slyly that she would have asked what he meant if the lift hadn’t opened just then. The lobby was deserted except for Mr Wick the commissionaire, who wished them good night in a voice thick with shag. Everything around his circular desk – back to back chairs, thick carpet, even the welcome mat big as a single bed – was green: the colour of expectation, she had felt at first, until she’d learned what working with Ben involved. She turned up her fat collar as she followed Leon out through the revolving doors.

			There were new graffiti on the nine-storey concrete façade, Iranian with English subtitles. Green light swept repetitively over the rainy forecourt from the rotating sign on top of the portico, the M sharing a leg with the V and sprouting the T like an aerial. A taxi swung into the forecourt in response to Leon’s wave.

			Queues were forming outside the National Film Theatre for tonight’s last performances, a Nigerian fantasy and an American independent film called Bierce. SOLD OUT was plastered across a poster for the restored print of Greed. She hurried after Leon through the black-walled corridors, past the bowls of sand and cigarette butts, into NFT 1.

			The lights were still up. A film reviewer from the BBC gave Leon a copy of his novel about John Wayne, a woman next to Molly was complaining that nobody knew how to trim a poodle these days, an Australian was holding forth behind her: “The only vertigo I got from Hitchcock was falling off my seat from boredom, The Big Sleep was one big yawn…” Molly skimmed the programme notes. All she knew about The Spin was that it was a documentary about Las Vegas, but now she realised that she’d seen another film by Martin Wallace, The Unamericans. She remembered its fierceness, the shock of a scene where a march of draft dodgers had been clubbed down by police. “Wallace is wiser than Wiseman,” the Village Voice had apparently said. “He confronts Las Vegas without fear or loathing…” It was hoped that Mr Wallace would answer questions after the screening, and now the lights were dimming.

			The film was powerful enough for her eventually to turn on the Australian and tell him to shut up. It wasn’t so much the technique that impressed her – the intercutting of small-town penny arcades called Las Vegas with the real thing, a tracking shot through deserted Las Vegas streets from church to silent church, a protracted panning shot around a casino that picked up winners and losers at random – as it was the people in the film. The faces of the heavy losers looked as if they’d collapsed inside themselves; the eyes of children were bright as Christmas; the gamblers talked to the camera as if they couldn’t stop, any more than they could stop gambling. A woman traded jewels from her throat and her liver-spotted arms for chips, lost, came back and tried to trade her watch, turned to the camera and begged whoever was behind it to lend her money, just a hundred dollars, okay, fifty, she’d pay it back in half an hour – she knew this time she was going to win. Her voice began to fade until there was only the withered colourless face, lips still pleading, and then, abruptly, darkness. No sound, no music. The dedication – “For my parents” – appeared and faded, and the lights came on.

			The silence gave way to applause, but at first Molly was too moved to join in. “You liked it, obviously,” Leon said and when she nodded “Now that you’ve given me your unbiased opinion I can tell you the good news. Metvee has hired Martin Wallace to make a series.”

			“They’re welcome to him,” the Australian muttered as Molly stood up quickly – she would feel rude if Martin Wallace saw her leaving. “Thanks, Leon,” she said and ruffled his hair. “See you tomorrow.”

			The people between her and the aisle were getting up. Leon shook his head, gestured her to sit down so that he could whisper. “Ladies and gentlemen,” the director of the festival said into a microphone, “Martin Wallace,” and it was too late for her not to feel rude – but that wasn’t why she sank back into her seat. As Martin Wallace came on stage, she took slow deep breaths to calm herself, as she’d learned to do at meditation class eleven years ago. She couldn’t leave until she knew why the sight of Martin Wallace had brought her so near to panic.

		

	
		
			Three

			Martin Wallace didn’t look like the director of his films. His thick black eyebrows were the fiercest thing about him. His broad smile looked surprised and even a little uncomfortable between his small nose and large chin, as if he hadn’t been prepared for such applause. His hair was rumpled, his complexion dark; he was tall and slim and dressed in a suede jacket, high-necked black sweater, black corduroys. When he spoke there was a touch of the American South in his voice, and a cold.

			“I hope you can all understand this Colonial accent. I guess your English weather makes it more of a language barrier.” The microphone squealed, and he sat back while the festival director adjusted it for him. “Okay, well, all I really wanted was to thank you for being kind to my movie. I felt good when I’d finished editing, but I never know if I should until I know how people feel.” He paused. “Any questions?”

			One timid hand went up. “Yes?”

			“How did you set up that shot of the churches? Are the streets really ever that empty?”

			“There’s a story behind that,” Martin Wallace said, but Molly wasn’t really listening; she was trying to cope with her sense that something was going to happen. She’d thought she was rid of those feelings and the panic that came with them. She tried to breathe as she prayed she was.

			“What about Hollywood?”a girl with rainbow hair said after Wallace had finished his anecdote.

			“I did get invited, but I guess I prize my independence too much. But listen, independence can lead you to compromise, it puts so much pressure on you sometimes…” He wasn’t a slow speaker once he got going; he just kept running out of breath in the middle of syllables, hyphenating like an inexpert printer. Molly was almost calm now, for she’d managed to explain away her panic: Leon had made her feel conspicuous in exactly the way she was trying to avoid. Of course that must be all.

			Wallace fell silent, and sneezed. “Just a few more questions,” the festival director promised, and pointed straight at Molly. “Yes?”

			She was opening her mouth with no idea of what she might say when she realised he was pointing at the Australian. “What were you trying to say up there today?” the Australian asked Wallace.

			“I hope the film speaks for itself. If it doesn’t I’d say I’ve failed.”

			“You reckon it’s a failure?”

			“I didn’t say that. I’d say it was up to you out there to judge.”

			“You’re telling us you have no opinion of your stuff?”

			“Of course I have an opinion. I’m saying that mine is the least worth knowing.”

			Wallace was staring at his shoes as if he hoped the man, who was clearly enjoying his embarrassment, would go away. Perhaps he was trying to keep his temper. Molly’s face was growing hot in sympathy. Wallace looked towards her, and before she knew it she had raised her hand. “Yes,” the festival director said.

			What could she ask? “You dedicate all your films to someone, don’t you,” she said thinking out loud. “This one is for your parents, the one about draft dodging was for Larry.” But that wasn’t a question. “Who’s Larry?”

			She would have liked to crawl under the seat when she saw his reaction, a lopsided smile that couldn’t quite mask his pain. “He was my brother,” he said.

			“One more question,” the festival director said quickly, and a young man wearing a bowler hat asked about influences. Molly closed her eyes as if that might make her invisible, as she’d thought it would when she was little. She’d made things worse for Martin Wallace than the Australian had, intruded where she shouldn’t have. When Leon squeezed her hand she clung blindly to him.

			“Martin Wallace, thank you very much.” Applause merged into the thunder of upturned seats. A few people made their way to the stage, where Wallace was chatting away from the microphone. “Oh, Leon, I wish I’d kept my mouth shut,” Molly whispered. “I’d apologise if I knew how.”

			“Why don’t you? Come on, before we lose him. If you don’t you’ll only go home and brood.”

			He made for the stage without looking back to see if she was following, and she was so annoyed with him for being right about her that she almost didn’t. “Martin Wallace? I’m Leon Bardin. And this is Molly Wolfe, the best production assistant I know.”

			“Hello, how are you?” He mustn’t recognise her, for he was smiling. “It’s good to meet you,” he told Leon. Close up, his thick eyebrows stood out even more despite his dark complexion, and so did his large deep blue eyes. “I hope I can live up to your faith in me.”

			“Met’s, not mine. All I did was make them look at your work.”

			“It’s lucky they didn’t see me up here today.”

			“You were fine. Especially considering the bug.” Leon was leading them past rows of empty seats draped with abandoned programme notes. “What you need is a little medicinal alcohol. Let’s take a stroll and avoid the film buffs.”

			A neon sculpture stained the misty air above the Hayward Gallery; the spotlighted Houses of Parliament looked trapped in amber. Molly accompanied the others as far as Waterloo Underground, and then she blurted “I’m sorry I asked you that question. I was only trying to shut the cobber up.”

			Martin blinked at her. “Which question was that?”

			“About your brother.”

			“Oh, was that you? That’s okay, it was a legitimate question. I mean, I put my feelings up there.” He smiled at her and looked away, murmuring “That’s okay” to himself. Of course it wasn’t, and she wanted to reach out and touch him, say she was sorry that way. Instead she turned towards the ticket office. “Thanks very much for the film,” she said to both of them.

			“At least have one for the road on a night like this,” Leon cried. “Besides, you wouldn’t leave Martin at my mercy, would you?”

			“Yes, please do join us, won’t you?” Martin said, and she wasn’t sure why she felt unable to refuse.

			Leon found a pub off Waterloo Road. He was always for walking until he found somewhere new. The barmaid, a squat woman with a yellowing perm and a pugnacious lower lip, took her time in coming to them, though nobody else was waiting to be served. They carried their drinks from the low smoky bar into a back room where workmen in overalls rested their muddy boots on the guard in front of a coal fire, and Molly couldn’t help feeling that the workmen were eavesdropping as Martin began to talk about himself.

			He was from Chapel Hill in North Carolina, but he’d attended university in the south of the state – “the Baptist belt,” he said with a jokey shudder. His parents still lived in Chapel Hill and seemed to trouble him, for he went on quickly to describe how he’d become a filmmaker, first making a half-hour fiction film with a group of actor friends before deciding that film was so exacting that it ought to be about something more substantial. He’d made six features now and was satisfied with none of them. “Sometimes I think I need to work with someone who’ll head me off from getting too polemical,” he said.

			Something had occurred to Molly. “You were saying you valued your independence and yet you’re going to work for Metvee.”

			“Well, because they’re giving me total freedom. That’s what won me over, and also I needed to work outside America.”

			“Really.”

			“Absolutely,” Leon said a little sharply. “I had to fight for it. I knew we wouldn’t get him otherwise.”

			“No,” said Molly, “I meant I wondered why you feel the need to leave America.”

			“Because I feel too close to my material. Here maybe I can stand back a ways, not get so worked up about things all the time.”

			“But feelings are what your films are about,” Molly said. “That scene in The Unamericans where the peace march was attacked, I felt angry for days because I couldn’t do anything.”

			“A film about peace made you want to beat up those cops, right? That’s what I mean. I got so angry I made too much of that incident, kept cutting back to it, remember. I’ve made better films since then.”

			It seemed to distress him, or perhaps it reminded him of something that did. Sensing so much about him so soon made her feel uneasy, on the edge – of what, she didn’t know. “So what do you plan to make for us?”

			“Well, that’s what I have to find out.” He moved a loaded ashtray to another table. “One thing I’d like to look at is how your country has become Americanised. It’s changed a whole lot in just a few years.”

			“You’ve been here before?”

			“For a while. I wasn’t looking for subjects, I just had to get away.” Again she sensed distress, again she wanted to touch him. “It’ll be good to get away from American subjects,” he went on. “Sometimes I think all I do is take the lid off America’s garbage.”

			“So he comes over here to do it to ours,” one of the workmen said.

			Martin blinked at the table by the fire. None of the workmen was looking at him, and so he wasn’t sure if the remark had been about him. “I didn’t quite mean that,” he said and sneezed.

			“Finish that Scotch and I’ll get you another,” Leon said, breaking his untypical silence at last. He lingered when Martin had drained his glass. “If you need someone to show you round,” he said, “it ought to be whoever assists you on the series. You’ll need a production assistant on the team.”

			Martin smiled wryly. “I can use someone who’ll keep an eye on me when I get out of hand.”

			“Here she is,” Leon said.

			So that was why he hadn’t told her sooner that Martin was to work for Metvee. He must have been planning this for weeks, a surprise to make up for Ben Eccles. Martin gazed at her, and she couldn’t grasp what she was feeling, she was growing so tense. “That’s fine with me,” he said.

			“Drinks all round,” Leon said and stood up. “To the start of a fruitful relationship.”

			All the workmen burst out laughing, not with humour. “Queer and a pimp as well,” one said.

			“I don’t think I care for this pub,” Martin said.

			Still the workman, a stocky youth whose hand left muddy fingerprints on his glass, didn’t look at him. “Then fuck off back where you came from.”

			A piece of coal exploded in the fireplace. “Let’s find somewhere else,” Molly murmured. Leon nodded, Martin picked up his raincoat and slipped one arm into the sleeve. “Let’s do that,” he said.

			“Let’s do it,” the stocky workman said, “before I have to show you ladies where to go.”

			“It’s okay,” Martin said to Molly, but she saw he was trembling. “We have these where I come from too.”

			The workman swung round, and the fireguard clanged on the bare boards of the overheated room. “What have you got in America, honeybunch?”

			“Assholes. Arseholes, you’d call them. People who when they open their mouths, shit comes out because that’s all that’s in their heads.”

			The workman stood up with a thud that shook the boards. His stool fell like an echo. Martin got up slowly, his raincoat dangling by one sleeve, and Molly made to step between them just as the barmaid got there. “I’ll not have language like that in my place,” she told Martin. “Get out and take your friends with you or I’ll call the police.”

			She blocked the doorway of the snug when the workman tried to get past her. “They’re not worth dirtying your hands on, Bobby. Go and sit down quietly now and there’ll be a drink on the house.”

			A chill wind that tasted of fog blustered along Waterloo Road, jingling the streetlamps. Molly and Leon linked arms with Martin as they strode into the gusts, and after a while he stopped trembling. “You see what I mean about getting out of hand,” he muttered. “I get people thrown out of pubs.”

			“I’m surprised you kept your temper as long as you did,” Molly protested.

			“Sometimes I don’t. Anyway, now you’ve some idea of what you’ll have to put up with if you work with me.”

			She took time to think what to say; she had already distressed him enough. “I do appreciate being asked, and I do think I could be some use. It’s just that I didn’t know Leon was going to suggest me. Would you mind if I thought about it for a day or two?”

			Leon stared at her. “What’s there to think about?”

			“Call it female indecision.”

			“Christ preserve us from stereotypes.”

			“All right, it was a stupid thing to say.”

			Leon rushed them into the wind, and it snatched at her breath. She had to slow down, she couldn’t think. “All the same, I need time to decide,” she said.

			“What’s the problem? You aren’t sure if you want to leave Ben Eccles?” Leon was growing angry. “This is your big chance. You don’t want to work for this outfit for the rest of your life.”

			“You ought to take your time, Molly,” Martin said. “I don’t want to feel you were forced into anything.”

			She felt so grateful that she almost blurted out that she would work with him. She headed for the Underground instead, before she could. Trains squealed in their burrows, and at last one emerged. She had to change at the next station, and so she was on the Circle line, in an empty carriage lit like a hospital corridor, before she was able to think.

			Perhaps she could work with Martin. He would be the perfect reason to leave Ben, since it would be clear that she was moving on to better things rather than away from Ben. Yet the idea made her nervous, perhaps because she already seemed so much in tune with Martin, almost as if she had met him before – as if she had dreamed of him. If she had, she didn’t want to know. Surely the explanation was that she’d sensed what Leon had in mind. A good night’s sleep would cure her nervousness.

			She came out onto Bayswater Road a couple of miles west of Metvee. A sodden oak leaf flapped on the railing above the steps. She turned left at the estate agent’s and up the hill. A minute’s climb past the white four-storey Victorian terraces brought her home. She closed the gate in the railings and went down the glassy steps. She found her key in the dark niche that the pavement walled in. A car door slammed further up the hill, a disco light pulsed red and green at a fourth-floor party across the street. She slipped the key into the lock and hesitated. For a moment she had expected someone to open the door from within.

			She switched on the light in the hall. Nobody there, nobody in the mirrors that faced each other across the hall but her own twin image striding forward: wide mouth, high cheekbones, bright greenish eyes, clipped blonde hair. Wind chimes tinkled as she entered her flat. Nobody in the living-room with its thick rugs, its plump seats snug in the corners of the room, the shelves and table she had built from kits with incomprehensible instructions; nobody had stolen her video recorder. Nobody in the compact kitchen with its serving hatch, nobody in the bathroom that smelled of Sea Jade talcum powder, nobody in her bedroom except her old toy monkey on the pillow. His behind was ragged and shiny now; he looked more like the real thing than he had when she was little. She drew the curtains to shut out the pulsing party light, and then she lay beside him on the bed. Nobody had been in her flat. No time to wonder why she should have thought someone had. She still had to decide what to do about Martin Wallace.

		

	
		
			Four

			The estate agent’s black moustache looked as if it had been drawn with a marker pen. Susan didn’t feel rude for staring fascinated at it, not when he had ignored her ever since she had sat down, even when she’d asked him where he lived, to give herself the chance to talk about home. Now he unclipped his pen and tapped the desk with it as if to wake mummy up. “Is that the kind of thing you had in mind, Mrs Verney?”

			Mummy gave him back the handful of typed pages she had been sorting. “Haven’t you anything nearer?”

			“Nearer to what, madam?”

			“Here.”

			“I gathered that, madam. I meant to say, what do you particularly want to be close to?”

			Mummy frowned at him and gestured round herself. “Here.”

			“Forgive me if I’m being obtuse. You want to be close to this office, do you mean?”

			“Yes, if you like.” Mummy’s dark eyes stared at him from her pale face. She was frowning harder, which made her face seem even older. She always looked over forty when she was worried, though she’d turned thirty last month. She pulled her plaid skirt over her knees, the way she did when she was talking to a man she didn’t like. “Have you anything?”

			Susan might have felt sorry for him – he didn’t know that mummy was often like this – except that she was too nervous. She noticed that he gave a tiny shrug as he sorted through another bunch of pages. “This is over there,” he said, pointing past the couples who were looking in the window at the photographs of houses. “But I must say that it isn’t as attractive as the others you’ve been considering.”

			Mummy read the page and handed it to Susan. “It sounds quite homey, doesn’t it?”

			Living-room with gas fire and fitted carpet, bedroom, kitchen, bathroom/WC. It didn’t sound at all like home to Susan, and how could it to mummy? London felt like getting lost, it was so big, and the flat sounded like having no home. “I don’t know,” she said miserably.

			“You could have the bedroom. I don’t mind sleeping on the couch.”

			Mummy stood up, looking eager. “We’d like to see it. Can we go now?”

			“By all means.” He called his partner out of the inner office once he had found the keys. “I’m just taking this lady over the way.”

			Lorries halted gasping at the lights, and he ushered mummy across. A West Indian wearing an ankle-length coat and headphones pushed past Susan as she hurried after mummy, the November wind biting her ears. A cut-out lady stood in the window of a W. H. Smith’s and invited them to book their summer holidays, but how could they if mummy spent all she had on the lease? The estate agent was leading them away from the main road, and Susan felt the store dwindling behind her. It was the last thing that seemed at all familiar or comforting. When she caught up with mummy and held on to her hand, mummy didn’t even give hers a squeeze.

			Perhaps mummy was secretly daunted by the houses too. They were so big, many of them five storeys high; even the trees in their front gardens couldn’t reach higher. Crescents curved away from the side road, more and more white terraces that looked as if they might never end. The porches were tall as double-decker buses, giants’ porches. If she lived here she might as well be lost in a land of giants. The white façades beneath the cold swift sky made her think of tombs.

			Perhaps there was still hope, for mummy seemed uneasy. “I didn’t think it would be this far,” she murmured.

			The estate agent took her elbow to lead her into a crescent opposite a weeping willow. “Here we are,” he said, but the side road was out of sight before he turned along a garden path through a gateway without a gate.

			The house looked just like all the others with four storeys to Susan, and she could imagine not being able to find it, wandering the maze of streets until it was too dark to see. Someone had been painting something on the patchy lawn, for there was an oblong yellow outline on the grass. Apart from that and the cars parked nose to tail alongside both pavements, there was no sign of life in the street. “I suppose that isn’t too far,” was all mummy said.

			When the estate agent unlocked the door, a smell of dust and cats came out of the house. Circles of black water marked the linoleum in the gloomy hall, the stair carpet turned into another carpet halfway up the first flight, under bare lightbulbs that hung on crooked cords. Mummy strode in. “It’s the second floor, isn’t it?” she said.

			All the stairs creaked. The first floor smelled of old boiled cabbage, the second floor stank of cats and what they did. Two doors faced each other across the narrow landing, in the muddy glow from the skylight above the top floor. Once he’d unlocked the left-hand door, the estate agent stood aside, and Susan wondered if he was ashamed to go in.

			The large bare room had been made smaller by a partition wall in which a doorway was hung with plastic streamers. A cracked Donald Duck mug sat on the mantelpiece above the gas fire. Pieces of brown carpet had been stuck together to cover the floor; in places they were curling up. Apart from the partition, the walls were papered with a floral pattern. All the flowers were too big for the room. Mummy pushed through the plastic streamers. “Oh, look, Susan, there’s a little hall.”

			It was more like a box, with just enough room for two people abreast, and it was very dark. Another set of streamers hid the kitchen, a narrow room with a grimy cooker and a stained sink unit. Two shaky doors led off the hall, to a bathroom where the toilet was squeezed between the wall and the bath and to a windowless space that must be the bedroom, since the pale shape of a vanished double bed took up half the bare floor. “It’s snug, isn’t it?” mummy said, dragging at a frayed string until the bedroom light came on. “We don’t really need all that space at home for just the two of us. What do you think? Do you like it?”

			How could she even ask? “No,” Susan cried.

			Mummy looked bewildered, then determined. “Well, I’m sure you will once we settle in.”

			Susan glimpsed how surprised the estate agent was in the moment before he controlled his face. She felt as she had the first time she’d realised that something was wrong with mummy, that all she could do was love her and pretend she hadn’t noticed and hope that mummy would get better. She’d thought that mummy had, but now mummy was saying “Can we go back so I can sign the lease?”

			Wind twanged the aerials of parked cars and made the bare trees squeal. A wet newspaper with a staring face sailed across two gardens, caught on a gatepost and struggled there until the face tore in half. As mummy and the estate agent strode heads down into the wind, Susan lagged behind. She was trying to slow them down while she tried desperately to think of a way to stop mummy from signing the lease.

			Perhaps he wouldn’t be able to find it when they got back to the office. Perhaps mummy wouldn’t have enough cash with her – there must be something to pay. If only there were someone with them to tell mummy to think it over, sleep on it – and then she had it. “Will daddy have to sign too?”

			Mummy glared at her as the estate agent hesitated. “Forgive me,” he said, “I understood you were divorced.”

			“So I am.” She sounded proud of it, and furious with Susan. “I can show you the papers next time I come down if you like.”

			At least that would cause a delay, give Susan time to think of something else. She drew a shaky breath that felt like ice in her nostrils. Then the estate agent said “That won’t be necessary. You do own your home.” He looked back at Susan. “Don’t worry, young lady, everything’s in hand.”

			He meant that she was only ten years old, she couldn’t be expected to understand these things. All she had achieved was to make sure they would take no more notice of her. She sat in the office among posters of smiling couples with keys to their new homes and watched helplessly as the estate agent asked mummy questions and filled in a form, passed it to her, waited while she read it and handed her a pen. Mummy’s signature was loud and scratchy. Susan felt as if she were already back in the cold empty flat, as if she hadn’t left it and never would.

			Mummy hired a taxi to Euston, to celebrate. Their carriage on the train was empty, which mummy always liked. “Lots of room,” she said, which made Susan think of the windowless space that would be her bedroom, not even half the size of hers at home. Soon the train was gathering speed towards Liverpool: the lit streets flew away, the night-time fields flooded by like ink, until they turned grey with snow. “You’ll like it when we move,” mummy said, “I promise.”

			“I don’t want to.” She was near to tears. “Why have we got to move?”

			“Because I want a change. I don’t want to be stuck in Wallasey for the rest of my life, and neither should you. London is where the opportunities are. Perhaps we won’t have to stay there forever. But you’ll like it, it’ll be an adventure. You wait and see.”

			A town glinted beyond the glowing fields and was doused by a sudden fall of snow that must have been a hill. The train was rocking mummy to sleep. Now her eyes were closed and moving behind her eyelids, as if they were watching something Susan couldn’t see. That was supposed to happen when you were dreaming – but mummy said she never dreamed. The sight of her eyes shifting in sleep, out of control, made Susan even more anxious for her. She couldn’t be dreaming, for dreaming was wrong. Susan didn’t know why, but it was.

			She remembered the time half her life ago, when mummy had kept demanding over breakfast if she had been dreaming. “I don’t want you dreaming, that’s all,” she’d said as if that was reassuring, but for years Susan had been scared to go to sleep in case a dream carried her away. She’d felt them waiting for her in the dark where her night-light couldn’t reach. The sight of mummy lolling as the empty carriage swayed made her feel nervous and alone. She jumped up and went to the buffet car.

			The can of Coke took most of the money in her purse. She sipped it and stared at mummy and thought that at least mummy was sleeping all night these days, she’d said so. Just a few nights ago she’d frightened Susan awake by shouting incomprehensibly in her sleep, and Susan hadn’t dared go in and wake her. Why, that had been the night before she’d said they were going to London, and Susan wished now that she’d wakened her, though she didn’t know what use that would have been.

			Susan looked out at the grey glow that was sailing by at a hundred miles an hour. It made her feel sleepy too. She gulped her Coke so that the fizzing in her nose would keep her awake, and then she was coughing and spluttering as too much went up her nose. She would have covered her mouth while she coughed, except that suddenly she hoped her coughing would wake mummy up. Mummy didn’t even stir. Susan coughed and wept and fumbled her handkerchief out of her sleeve. She drew a deep breath and gave in to a last fit of coughing while she kept her eyes shut and wished fiercely that when she opened them she would see mummy awake. At last she looked, but mummy hadn’t moved. She looked out the window again but had to dab her eyes before she could make out the speeding fields, and the face looking in at her.

			She cried out, more loudly when mummy didn’t wake. Her eyes were blurred and stinging, and rubbing them only made them worse. The face had been between mummy’s reflection and her own, but when she turned to look the carriage was deserted. The doors at either end were miles away. She made herself turn again to the window. The face was still there, if you could call it a face. Nothing was clear in the bright pink oval except the eyes.

			“Mummy,” she cried, tugging at her hands. If mummy woke, the face would go away, please let that be true. “Mummy, mummy,” she pleaded, tugging so desperately that she was afraid mummy would topple off her seat. The edge of her vision was a rushing blur, but something pink was closer, hovering. Susan twisted mummy’s hands and saw her eyelids flutter, but then mummy sank into sleep again. Now Susan thought of something that would wake her up, though she couldn’t have said why it should. “Mummy,” she cried, “why really have we got to move?”

			Mummy’s eyes wavered open. If the look in them meant that she knew the answer, Susan no longer wanted to know. The next moment they closed again, and Susan dug her nails into the limp hands. “Mummy,” she screamed.

			Mummy jerked awake and snatched her hands away. “Good God, child, what’s wrong?”

			“There was—” But there was nothing. The carriage was deserted except for her and mummy, and so was the reflection. There was nothing except a grey glow. “Try and have a little doze if you’re bored,” mummy said, closing her eyes again. “For heaven’s sake let me get some sleep.”

		

	
		
			Five

			The northern town was deep in snow. Molly dined in the hotel’s cavernous dining-room among deserted tables and echoes of the limping waiter, and then went up to her room. Large slow melting flakes brushed the window. The television said it was Britain’s worst November for more than ten years and predicted that December would be worse. She hoped Ben was getting soaked out there. Perhaps now he was regretting leaving her behind.

			“The fewer of us who are at the interview the better,” he’d said but she was sure he had been getting his own back for yesterday’s argument about the rooms. She wished she could tell him that she was going to work with Martin, but she needed to understand her own feelings.

			Ben ought to have had this room after all, for a bulge in the carpet under the bed yielded up two pornographic magazines, dated next year. She put them back and tried to read the paperback of War and Peace she’d bought that afternoon. The opening pages seemed familiar, yet she was certain she had never attempted the novel before. It felt like a kind of double vision, and was so distracting that soon she gave up. She was sleepy, that was all.

			She was in her pyjamas when someone knocked lightly at the door. “Yes?” she called.

			“It’s me, Molly.”

			It infuriated her that he assumed she would know who it was. “What do you want?” she said, not moving.

			“Open the door, will you?” His voice was as muted as his knock had been. “We can’t talk like this.”

			The sooner she got rid of him, the sooner she could sleep. She bundled herself into her Finnish coat and opened the door a crack. “What is it, Ben?”

			“Can’t you let me in for a moment? No need to have everyone listening.”

			Just then Roy looked out of the room he was sharing with Ben. Roy was the sound man, small and rotund, given to showing her photographs of his prize budgies and his children. “Were you knocking?”

			“Not for you.” Ben glared at him until he closed the door. “Well?”

			“Whatever it is, please keep it short,” Molly said and stepped back. “I need my sleep.”

			He eased the door shut like a thief but stayed by it, holding up his empty hands as if that showed his intentions were harmless. His blue jowls looked freshly shaved, his moustache and his sleek hair just combed. “I wanted to thank you for getting us here in one piece. Thank you properly, I mean. You’re a damn good driver, and it was a damn good interview.”

			“All right, Ben, you’ve thanked me.” She was wary of what properly might mean. “Good night now. I’m going to be driving tomorrow, remember.”

			“No need for the cold shoulder, though, is there? You’d think I was your assistant instead of the other way round.” He reached back to support himself against the wall, and she saw how drunk he was. “Damn it, that isn’t what I wanted to say. You make me so nervous sometimes I don’t know what I’m saying.”

			“Tell me at breakfast. Now if you’ll just—”

			“Look, this is what I wanted to say.” He sidled against the door, perhaps for balance. “You aren’t really happy, are you? Tell the truth.”

			“I’m as happy as I can be under all the circumstances.”

			“Just what I thought. You can’t work with someone as closely as I’ve worked with you without getting to know them.” He ran his fingers around the neck of his polo shirt, revealing a tangle of damp hair in the hollow of his throat. “I know you better than you know yourself.”

			“Yes, well, we won’t talk about that just now. I think we both need sleep.”

			“Still the cold shoulder?” His hands had let go of the shirt and were working in the air. “You don’t need to pretend with me. You’re lonely and unhappy and so am I. There now, I’m baring myself to you.”

			“Ben, for God’s sake go and call your wife and talk to her. I’m sorry, I can’t help you. Go and bare yourself somewhere else.”

			“She once said that. The bitch said that to me. Not twice she didn’t.”

			His face had turned red and ugly, and now she saw why he’d been dragging at his collar: an erection was struggling in his trousers. “You aren’t like that,” he said and lurched at her. “Not really, or you wouldn’t have let me in.”

			He was fumbling in his trousers to give his erection room. She side-stepped as he reached her, and he sprawled over the footboard onto the bed. It took him a while to flounder round and face her, one hand still down the front of his trousers. “It’s a joke to you, is it?” he spat.

			“It’s no joke, Ben. It’s far too sad. Now please just leave.”

			“Make me.” He heaved himself to his feet. “You started this, you can finish it.”

			“That’s enough, Ben. The end.” Her legs had begun to shiver, but she gazed at him without moving. “And I shouldn’t try this with whoever you get to replace me.”

			“Threats now, is it?” He let go of the footboard and toppled backwards on the bed. “Let me tell you, I could replace you just like that.”

			“You’ll have to. I’ve had an offer.”

			She had never heard anyone grind their teeth before. “Is this another of gay boy’s bright ideas?”

			“Don’t you realise how much he regrets suggesting I should work with you?” She went to the door and held it open. “Good night and goodbye.”

			She couldn’t tell how much of his anger was deliberate, but it was visibly exciting him. “Time you learned a few manners,” he snarled as his excitement jerked him to his feet and drove him towards her. “I’m not so difficult to get on with.”

			She could tell he meant to slam the door and lock them in. If he had been an anonymous rapist she would have kicked him in the crotch, but having worked with him was irksomely inhibiting. “Don’t be stupid, Ben,” she said icily. He turned away, and at first she didn’t know why he demanded “What is it now?”

			“I thought I heard someone calling,” Roy said.

			“I don’t think it matters now. Ben was just leaving.”

			Ben turned round at last, having concealed his erection as best he could. “I’ll see you in the morning,” he said with furious gentleness.

			“Possibly.” She locked the door behind him and flopped on the bed, and found she was shaking with laughter. How could she have taken so long to make up her mind about Martin Wallace? She was almost grateful to Ben for tonight, for helping her decide. She felt immensely relieved, and sleep came as softly as the whisper of snow at the window.

			She dreamed of an office where a young girl and a woman who looked prematurely grey were leafing through files of typed foolscap. “I don’t like any of them, mummy. Let’s go home,” the young girl said, and as far as Molly could tell, they did. She was awakened by knocking at the door.

			She groped for her watch on the bedside table. It was early morning, too early for apologies or for Ben at all. “Go away,” she croaked.

			“It’s Roy. Can I have a word?”

			She stumbled to the door and blinked at him. “I just wanted to say that if you don’t feel up to it,” he said, “I’ll drive.” He glanced towards the room where Ben was sleeping and winked at her. “It gets pretty cramped in the back of the van. You might be better off going by train.”

			She wondered how much he knew: enough for her to kiss his cheek. “Thanks, Roy,” she said, and he tiptoed away blushing.

			As soon as she was dressed and had packed her overnight bag, she settled the bills at Reception and made for the station. The rainy London streets were dazzling as tinfoil. Drying trees turned piebald in Hyde Park. Molly felt bouncy and free as she reached Ben’s office. She blew a kiss to the calendar girl as she sat at her desk. “You’re welcome to him,” she called, and set about the budget for the northern expedition. The less that still had to be done when he returned, the better.

			She had almost finished when her phone rang. “Mr Gould would like to see you,” his secretary said.

			She shared a lift to the ninth floor with the head of Religious Programmes, a balding compassionate-looking man with a pop singer’s smile. Jake Gould’s secretary sent her straight into Gould’s office, a spacious sparsely furnished room that smelled of sunlit leather chairs and tinny air conditioning. He sat forward as she came in, stretching his arms sphinxlike across the desk and displaying his gold cufflinks. “Miss Wolfe.”

			“That’s me.”

			He frowned, though she hadn’t meant to be facetious. “I understand that all is not well between you and Ben Eccles.”

			“It depends what you mean.”

			“I mean as an example a programme underbudgeted by several thousand pounds. I mean leaving him and his crew to find their own way back this morning.”

			So Ben had beaten her to it, by phone, of course. “The budget was based on information he gave me,” she said as calmly as she could. “And I had good reasons for coming back by train. For one thing, I was too tired to drive.”

			“Do sit down if you feel the need.” He gazed at her while she did. “Are you finding the responsibilities of the job more than you bargained for?”

			“Not the job, no. Just fending off Ben Eccles.”

			“Of course one hears tales about him, mainly in the press.” His gaze grew keener. “One wonders who might have been gossiping and why.”

			“I don’t know why, but as to who, I should think it could be any woman who has ever been alone with him.”

			Gould was unwrapping a cigar. The crackling of cellophane rasped Molly’s nerves. At last he looked at her again, as he shook out the match. “No doubt you know,” he said between puffs, “that Martin Wallace wants you. Frankly, on your present showing I don’t know what to tell him.”

			“I won’t work with Ben Eccles.”

			He applied another match and blew out smoke that seemed for a while to be endless. “How do you feel about working with Wallace?”

			“I’d like to. Very much.”

			“Much as you felt about working with Eccles, I suppose? How can I be sure you won’t let Wallace down?” Abruptly he ground the cigar into rags in the ashtray. “Well, it’s his responsibility. You’re clearly no more use to Eccles. But I give you fair warning,” he said, standing up to terminate the interview, “I shall be monitoring your performance.”

			The next Molly knew she was at the lifts, knuckling the call button until her skin started to flake. At the fifth floor she shoved the doors aside and strode blindly down the corridor to Ben’s office. She hoped he was there, and by God, she would tear him to pieces. But the office was empty now that Martin and Leon were emerging.

			Her rage drained away. She felt weightless as a dream of flying, and yet on the edge of something: one step and she might fall, not fly, fall and never wake. “Gould says we can work together,” she said.

			“That’s great, Molly. I’m really pleased. Leon’s been telling me how good you are when you’re given the chance.”

			“Pubs are open. I propose a toast,” Leon said, and Molly thought a drink might be just what was needed to get rid of her vague apprehension that wouldn’t quite go away. Feelings like that were no use to her, they never had been. If she had dreamed of Martin, it must have been years ago.

		

	
		
			Six

			It took all day to film the Heathrow introduction, since Martin seemed to think on film. After the last shot of the morning – of Martin descending by escalator into the international crowd – he said “That’s enough of me, too much, probably. Let’s eat.”

			He and the crew ended up in the airport snack bar. Planes turned ponderously beyond the double glazing and rose silent as clouds into the sky. “Maybe I shouldn’t appear in the film at all,” Martin said.

			Terry Mace sat forward, and his motorcycle jacket creaked. He was assistant to the cameraman. “What did you want to put yourself in for, anyway?”

			“Well, I’m in there whether or not you see me. I figured appearing in it would be taking responsibility for it, saying it’s my view of things. Maybe I’m too visible already.”

			“What, because you were in Private Eye? Don’t let those buggers get to you. They’re just out to get Metvee because a couple of the backers sued them years ago.”

			“I guess they let me off relatively lightly.” He sounded as if he wished he knew what he’d done to deserve their attack. (“News from Empty Vee: Leon ‘Call me Lane, love’ Bardin, winner of the Worst Programme Title by a Gay Producer Award, is importing Martin ‘Instant Controversy’ Wallace, a film director with an international reputation for bothering needy old ladies and policemen doing their duty. What is the relationship between Lane Bardin and Marty the Menace? We think we should be told…”) “Back home we have the National Enquirer,” Martin said.

			“Just don’t let that shit put you off making the kind of film you make.” Terry brushed his long hair out of his eyes and stared defiantly at a woman who had turned to frown at him.

			“Well, Terry, maybe you’re surer than I am what kind of film that is.”

			“Right, maybe I am. I think your best film was The Unamericans, fantastically powerful. You ought to show up our police the way you did yours. About fucking time someone did.”

			Martin was smiling at his vehemence. “Aren’t your police pretty reasonable overall?”

			“Tell Lenny Bennett’s mother that after the pigs got him in a cell and killed him.”

			Molly spoke for the first time. “Well, that’s one version,” she said.

			“Right, there’s the official version and the truth. No prize for guessing which one Metvee broadcast. He died just up the road from them and they didn’t even go to investigate.” She had been trying to calm Terry down but had only infuriated him. “What do you think the pigs were going to do to a black militant who’d been criticising them, after they got him in by planting explosives on him? Bake him a cake? I’ve seen the inside of one of those fucking cells. They could have worked on him all night, nobody would have heard him scream.”

			The cameraman Andy Butterworth spoke low. “Watch your language, lad, or they’ll have you back inside.”

			“I bet they’d love to. Didn’t even charge me in the end, just wanted to shut me up.”

			Mace had been kept overnight in a cell for chanting slogans in front of the police station and buttonholing everyone who passed. “You should investigate them,” he told Martin. “You’ve got the power to make people look.”

			“If you feel so strongly about it,” Martin suggested, “maybe you should tell people yourself.”

			“Think I haven’t been? Do I look as if I sit on my arse doing nothing?” He pointed to the badges on his jacket: Troops Out of Northern Ireland, Free Iran. “I’ve been playing a policeman in a street play about Lenny Bennett. We’d do it in front of the station if there was room. Make the bastards think Lenny had come back to haunt them.” He seemed about to say something, but changed his mind. “You’ve got the power to take it into people’s homes,” he said fiercely. “Things won’t change unless they know.”

			Martin had finished his lunch and looked restless. “Come on, lad,” Andy said. “Finish your milk and let’s get going. Time enough to tell folk how to make films when you’ve made a few yourself.”

			After they had filmed a few impressions of Heathrow, Martin wandered for an hour or so before saying abruptly “That’s it for today.” He was silent on the drive back. As Molly steered the van into Connaught Street for the car park under Metvee she thought he seemed to be gazing at something inside himself.

			His office was on the fourth floor, down the corridor from Leon’s. Its personality was mostly Molly’s: a calendar of English landscapes, an old percolator she had managed to fix, the binoculars she took whenever she drove into the countryside. He leafed through the reviews of The Spin she had brought him to read, but he was obviously ill at ease. He kept rumpling his already untidy hair, pinching the skin between his thick eyebrows. “I’m sorry about today,” she said.

			His deep blue eyes widened. “Why should you be sorry?”

			“I should be making sure you aren’t put off your work.”

			“Christ, I can fight my own battles.” That brought him back to himself. “I didn’t mean that. You’ve been a tremendous help. I only meant I should be able to handle Terry. He reminds me of the Baptists. The university was overrun with them.”

			“Oh?”

			“Sure. Anyway, you don’t want to hear about my student days.”

			“I don’t mind if you feel like talking.”

			“Snapping me out of it comes with the job?”

			“You could say that.”

			“It’s fine with me,” he said smiling suddenly. “How about dinner? Do you like Indian food? I haven’t had any since the last time I was here.”

			“I’ll take you to the Standard.” She was startled by how pleased she felt that he had asked her out. “We can walk there,” she said.

			The night was growing colder. A few stars glittered like ice above the lamps on Bayswater Road. “So tell me about your student days,” Molly said as they crossed a side street.

			He took her arm. “My baptism of fire. All the time I was at college the Baptists were trying to get evolution taken off the syllabus. Evilution, they called it. I guess it’s pretty funny,” he admitted as she laughed, “but they could get to you if you weren’t careful. For instance, they’d say God created all the fossils to test everyone’s faith in the Bible. You’d find yourself arguing back that maybe the world was created just a moment ago, our memories and all, because how can anyone prove different? There’s a born-again millionaire in Texas who’s offering fifty thousand dollars to anyone who can prove evolution to him. A few years around that kind of thinking can loosen your grip on reality, believe me.”

			In the Standard Molly ordered for both of them. “I was just thinking,” Martin said as the waiter marched away, “the last time I met any of the Baptists was after I’d made The Unamericans. This girl came up to me on the street in Chapel Hill. Right there in front of some people she said I should have dedicated it to Satan instead of to Larry.” He was staring at the table. “You asked me once about Larry.”

			“I didn’t know you then.”

			“So ask me now.”

			Something had made him need to talk. She squeezed his hand. “Tell me whatever you like.”

			He was silent for a while. “I really think he was jealous of me,” he said at last, uncomfortably. “He was two years older, you see, and I think he’d had time to get used to being king of the hill. I don’t mean he ever took it out on me. Maybe it would have helped if he had. No, he looked after me all the time. Really,” he said taking a deep breath, “all he wanted was to make our father proud of him.”

			He paused while the waiter brought a bottle of wine and struggled with the cork. “You have to understand my father,” he said. “Maybe you know there are Southerners who are still fighting the Civil War. Sabres on the wall and all that. Really what they’re doing is preserving the old ways. You look around and see why they might want to. There aren’t many gentlemen left – you couldn’t call me one.”

			“Who couldn’t? I would.”

			“You wouldn’t if you were a Southern lady.” He smiled wryly and touched her face, a gesture that seemed so intimate she felt dizzy. “What am I saying? I don’t mean you aren’t a lady, not at all. But our Southern ladies wouldn’t think much of a guy who got them into a pub brawl.” He put his fingers on her lips when she made to protest. “Want to hear a bad joke? Your people wanted me to call my series A Yank in England. That would really have improved my father’s opinion of me.”

			Before she knew what to do about the glimpse of his pain, he said quickly “The trouble was he needed us to be like him. He taught Southern history at the University of North Carolina, and so he wanted us at least to go to college and know more than him about something. Well, Larry knew more about cars than anyone else I know. He was fixing them before he was old enough to drive them, he was planning to open his own repair shop just before he went to Vietnam, but none of that was any good to my father. And neither was I.”

			He stared into the distance while the waiter unloaded a trolleyful of food. “He thought I was. I mean, I read all the books in the house and went to college. Then friends of mine started refusing to go to Vietnam and I went with them on peace marches. The Baptists went round wearing stars and stripes in their lapels and saying we should be proud to fight God’s war against communism. I filmed the police at a march and they smashed my camera. Some of that footage is in my film.”

			His eyes clouded over, and he gave a short sour laugh. “Sometimes I wonder if that’s what made me committed – getting my camera smashed, not my friends dying in Vietnam at all.”

			“I expect it was both.”

			“Maybe. Anyway, my father heard about the marches and ordered me home, and we had the argument that must have been happening all over America just then, me saying I might die for my country but wouldn’t kill for it, him saying he’d go himself if he was younger, I was the first coward in the family, he was glad his father was dead and couldn’t see how I’d grown up, other stuff you don’t want to hear. It wasn’t as though I’d even got my papers. I really think he would have backed off if I’d said I might think of enlisting. So eventually we finished yelling at each other and I started upstairs to my room, and Larry was telling my father he’d talk to me when my father said ‘Whatever gave you the idea he’d listen to a goddamned dumb mechanic when he won’t even listen to me?’ That was the last time they ever spoke to each other. The next day Larry volunteered.”

			Belatedly he realised he was eating. “This is very good,” he said, but Molly doubted he was tasting it; she was beyond tasting much herself. “He wrote to me and my mother a couple of times,” Martin went on. “He was never much good at writing – used to say that was one thing his hands weren’t good for. He said he was glad he’d gone instead of me, he could look after things out there while I got on with learning, there were enough of us dying. He wanted me to promise my mother I wouldn’t go, and her to make me promise. A rocket killed him in the jungle near someplace I never could pronounce.”

			He dabbed at his mouth with his napkin, and then at his eyes. “I was home for the funeral when my draft card came. As soon as the funeral was over, I skipped to Canada and spent two years making my film.” He dug his fork into a piece of meat so hard that the tines screeched on the plate. “As if making it could wipe out what I’d done.”

			“I don’t see why you should feel guilty.”

			“Don’t you? I must have expressed myself badly, then.” Or had he left something out? He was withdrawing behind his smile. “This is wonderful,” he said. “Let’s eat.”

			She felt as if she’d missed a point somewhere, but he encouraged her to talk about herself, and she told him about her childhood near Plymouth, about the smugglers’ coves and the inns with secret passages; Winston the bulldog who sat in the middle of the village street and would move just enough for a car to pass; about the summer day she’d lain on Dartmoor and watched the clouds until she had felt the world turning, and the night she’d seen sailing ships in the moonlight (but that must have been a dream). And then she was on the edge of telling him about her dreams, but she held back. “Were your parents pleased you dedicated this last film to them?” she said.

			“My mother was. My father, I guess not, if she even told him. I don’t hear from him. I know from her he’s pretty ill by now, his heart and too much booze. Something else I can take the credit for.”

			“You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself,” Molly said, but she felt she wasn’t reaching his pain. She wished she could confide more of herself to him, reach him that way, but all she could think of to share were her dreams.

			After the meal he walked her home. Queensway was crowded as a bazaar, Bayswater Road was almost deserted except for a turbaned cyclist and a few cars. A stone eagle on a pedestal guarded a private square, a crow like a tatter of the night flew into the park. As they turned the corner by the estate agent’s, she made up her mind not to invite him in for coffee; she would be too conscious of not being able to tell him about the dreams she used to have. She had forgotten how much it meant to her.

			“Thanks a lot, Molly,” he said when they reached her gate. “I had a fine time. You’re good company. I’m lucky to know you.” He smiled and turned away quickly, up the hill towards Kensington and his flat, which Metvee was paying for. She bolted the gate behind her, feeling oddly disappointed, and was at her door when suddenly she wanted to call him back. Instead she strode furiously in to discover who was in her flat.

			She snatched a letter from the doormat and stalked along the hall, shoving doors open and switching on lights. She’d find them this time, whoever they were, however they had got in. Wind chimes whispered phrases, her monkey gazed from the bed, the serving hatch gaped. Hadn’t she closed it last night? Apparently not, since nobody was in her flat. The secretaries from the second floor must be making her paranoid with their incessant borrowing – why, just the other day they’d banged on her door to borrow her phone directory, they’d rung the doorbell and thumped on the windows in case she couldn’t hear – but if that were the explanation, she wished it would start to be reassuring, for her nervousness reminded her too much of the time she hadn’t been able to sleep for fear of dreaming. She slammed the serving hatch and sat down to read her letter, and then she saw the name on the return address. As she stared at it, her heart pounding, the room seemed to darken with a panic that she hadn’t experienced for years.
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