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			CARLA

			My stepfather nearly killed my mother, and I used to wish he’d killed me. Now I’m glad I’m here to tell the truth, but first I want to tell some about my father.

			“My queen and my princess, your carriage awaits.” They’re the first words I remember. My father meant his taxi, and every Sunday he drove us to St Brendan’s and took us for a treat after mass. I think I was three when I learned the priest’s name – Father Brendan. I was amazed to think he owned the church, which was so much bigger than our little house that I couldn’t fit my mind around the idea. I dabbed at my eyes with my Sunday handkerchief, which was perfumed with Persil, and whispered “Mummy, he’s sad.”

			“Hush, child. You know you mustn’t talk in church,” she said, and then “Who is?”

			“The man at the front. Does he live here all by himself?”

			“He doesn’t live here,” my mother said and aimed an embarrassed laugh at the people next to her in the pew. “It’s God’s house.”

			“Won’t God let him stay in it? That’s mean.”

			“You talk to her, Bertie,” my mother said across me. “You’ve got the patience.”

			“Shush now,” my father said, “and I’ll tell you after we’ve thanked God we can go.”

			“Bertie,” my mother said as if she was tired of being shocked by him.

			Once everyone had thanked God that the mass was ended, we found the priest waiting outside. My father shook his hand while Father Brendan patted my head with the other one, which felt as soft and light as an empty glove. “Our Carla was having a weep about you,” my father said.

			The priest fondled me under my chin. “Why was that, now?”

			“Isn’t it your house? It’s got your name on.”

			“I’m not the saint, young lady. I’m just a man.”

			“And he’s got a house of his own, princess.”

			I still needed to find out “Who do you live with, then?”

			“Say father, Carla,” my mother said. “She’s still learning, father.”

			I didn’t want to call him that when he wasn’t mine. “She’s growing up like they all do,” he said. “My child, I live with God.”

			This sounded like living alone, since I’d been told God was everywhere. “No,” I persisted, “I mean people.”

			“I live with all my flock, and that means you, Carla. When you’re older you’ll come to me for guidance.”

			I might have asked more questions, but my mother was growing restless with embarrassment. As we headed for the taxi my father said “He doesn’t mind living on his own, princess. Priests aren’t like us, some of them.”

			Even then I didn’t know how much of that to believe, but my mother shook her head to warn me not to argue. “Mum for mum,” my father used to say if I didn’t comply. She didn’t even come up to his shoulder, but her size seemed to condense her fierceness. She was so angular that I once made a figure of her out of building blocks, and my father laughed at how much it looked like her till she gave him that shake of the head. As well as tall, he was broad enough for two of me to hide behind, and his features were so generous there was barely room for them. “When God was handing faces out,” he told me once, “he gave me extra for good luck,” but my mother shook her head at the joke.

			I don’t know where he drove us to after I’d talked to Father Brendan – maybe Speke Hall in Liverpool, where he told me a guide in a Victorian costume was a ghost, and I ran out into the sunlight because the corridor was so dark, though I was never afraid of the dark at home. Or perhaps we ended up in Chester, where he walked around the city walls talking what some people thought was Latin till my mother hushed him: “Dinus restaurantum fulltum plumpbum….” Or it could have been Freshfield, where red squirrels leapt from tree to tree and I saw one blaze up as the sunlight caught it. “Watch out or they’ll be setting the forest on fire,” my father said. At the end of these outings we’d drive home for my mother’s Sunday dinner, which made the house smell of cauliflower no matter what the meat was. As soon as my father finished mopping his lips with his square of Sunday linen, which my mother insisted only common people called a napkin rather than a serviette, he would head for the taxi office. “Forgive me, your majesty,” he would say while my mother sighed at hearing it again, “the people have need of your coachman.”

			He often made her laugh or frown or comment fiercely when he told us over dinner about his day at Reliablest Cars, a name he often turned into Really Not So Blessed. “You’ll know which words are real when you’re at university, Carly,” he used to say, though I was only a toddler. He’d tell us about searching for an address on a new estate where the streets all looked alike and the street names weren’t much better, or how he’d turned up for a fare to find twice as many passengers as the taxi would take and the ones who had to wait for a second car blamed him. Once he came home late because he’d driven twenty miles to return a purse with several hundred pounds in it a lady had left on the seat. “I hope she gave you a decent reward,” my mother said.

			“She offered but I wouldn’t let her. She’d already given me a good tip, and now here’s one for you, Carly. Never take from somebody when you can give, because that’ll make you happier.”

			“You could have given it to us, Bertie,” my mother objected. “She sounds better off than we are.”

			“We’re happy, though, aren’t we? You don’t want me turning into Limo Man.”

			“Of course I don’t want him,” my mother said as if he’d suggested she might be unfaithful, though she could just have been telling him not to perform his impression of Malcolm Randal.

			Mr Randal owned the taxi firm and drove the only limousine, and behaved as though this made him better than all the other drivers put together. My father used to imitate him by squeezing his face small and strangling his voice like air leaking out of a balloon. “Curtsy costs nothing,” he would say, and for years I thought his boss bowed at the knees as my father pretended he did, but it was how Mr Randal said a different word. “But rudeness costs us rides,” he would remind the drivers, it seemed like at least once a day. “Waste is a sin,” he would squeak as well, and my father said the receptionists gobbled their sandwiches for fear that the boss would think they’d had enough and finish off their lunch, as he apparently once had. He only picked up customers he thought were superior, leaving the lesser drivers to deal with calls he felt weren’t worthy of him. According to my father, he’d been known to turn down passengers if he disapproved of how they dressed. “Knees oughtn’t to be seen by anyone except your husband,” my father made him whinny. “They’re a sin.”

			My mother used to laugh at the show he put on, but I could tell she was being dutiful. That seemed to drive him to carry on till she protested “You’re giving me a headache.” I wondered how often his jokes did, if that was even what they were. When he found her vacuuming his taxi one Sunday morning before church, he cried “The queen mustn’t lower herself. That’s the coachman’s job.” I thought she would be pleased, but she said “No need to let the whole street know. You take everything too far.”

			I thought she felt like that about the presents he brought home. “What have I got for my ladies today?” he wanted us to wonder, and then he’d produce the answer from behind his back – a box of chocolates or some earrings for my mother and one of the metal puzzles I used to like, where you had to find the secret way to separate the twisted bits of metal. I would hug him for the present and hug my mother too in case she felt left out, but also I was trying to make sure they didn’t argue. When they did it was nearly always about money – the way he spent it when he didn’t have to and didn’t care enough how much he made – which left me feeling our life wasn’t as secure as they wanted me to think.

			I was four when I heard him talking about starting his own taxi firm. My mother thought he shouldn’t try to compete with Mr Randal’s, which only made him more determined. I wondered if he made fun of his boss because he felt he could do better than Mr Randal. When he went to the bank for a loan they said he didn’t earn enough and hadn’t saved enough. “They only lend to people who’ve already got it,” he told my mother. “I’ll show them I can make it or my name’s not Bertie Batchelor.”

			I didn’t realise how serious he was till he started cutting our Sunday outings short so he could spend extra hours on the road. Before long he went to Reliablest as soon as he’d driven us home from church. Some weeks he was on call every day and still didn’t get in before midnight, because I heard my mother say so. She was worried working all those hours might affect his driving, which made me anxious too. I started lying awake and praying he would be safe, and sometimes I woke when he came in. Once I heard my mother greet him by protesting “Aren’t you ever going to be home?”

			“I’m doing this for us, Elaine. I promise you’ll like what it brings.”

			“Come and have your dinner,” she said like a penance she was giving both of them.

			On my first day at school I could tell his driving made her nervous. I couldn’t see anything wrong with it, and starting school didn’t worry me either. The school opposite our house wasn’t Catholic, and the one my parents chose for me was most of a mile away. I would be walking to it with my mother, but since this was a special occasion my father drove us. “You show them what you’re made of, princess,” he said and gave me a hug that felt as if he meant it to last all day. “You’ll have lots to tell us when we pick you up.”

			My mother’s hug felt more like urging me to do well. My parents stood at the railings while I found Bridie Shea, my friend from next door. They had their arms round each other, and my father was offering a handkerchief my mother waved away so nobody would notice her rubbing her eyes with her knuckles. “She won’t be our little girl much longer,” I heard her say. Bridie wanted to show me the glittery bag she was wearing on her back, and when I looked for my parents again, they’d gone.

			The day wasn’t much of an adventure. We all sat on the floor to be told what school was going to be like, and then we had to sort things by their colours to show the teachers if we could. We did get taken to the dining hall before everybody else came in for lunch, and the dinner ladies served us what they thought we should eat, to let us know how to ask next time. I made them laugh by asking why they were called dinner ladies when they were serving lunch. One of them said I was the first person who’d asked, but I didn’t know whether any of them were laughing at me. In the afternoon we were allowed to choose what to do, and I drew my father driving a limousine with Batchelor Taxis written on the side. Miss O’Hagan, the teacher, said it was lovely and I should take it to show him, and she’d make sure she asked for him next time she phoned for a taxi. When we’d all finished our activities she read us a book called The Little Red Car, about a car that took its driver safely home when they got lost in a fog, and that was the end of my first day at school.

			I ran out to show my parents the Batchelor Taxis picture. All along the railings grownups were waving to their children, but I couldn’t see my parents. I knew my father never liked to be late picking someone up, but that meant he had been sometimes, and I told myself he was making money from a fare that would help him own a business, though I wouldn’t have put it in those words. I saw Bridie’s father beckoning to her, and then I realised he wanted me as well. His face looked as if it couldn’t quite get rid of a smile because it didn’t know how else to look. “Carla, you’re coming home with us,” he said.

			“My dad’s coming in a minute. He’s taking me home.”

			“He isn’t, love. You can play with Bridie at ours.”

			The way his face seemed to be struggling to keep hold of its expression made me uneasy. “I will when he’s brought me home,” I said.

			“I told you that’s not happening. Don’t make a scene, now. You like playing with Bridie. You like coming to our house.”

			His voice had begun to sound as false as I thought his face looked, and I backed away from the railings in case he made a grab for me. A mother frowned at me and then at him. “What’s the trouble?”

			“He wants me to go with him,” I said. “I’m supposed to wait for my dad.”

			“Your dad’s Bertie from the taxis, isn’t he? I saw him bring you this morning.” I thought I could tell my father he was famous till she said “He carried my mam’s shopping all the way up to her flat and wouldn’t take a tip.”

			As I decided I wouldn’t relay her comments to my father while my mother could hear, the lady frowned at Mr Shea again. “He’s a nice man, your dad,” she told me. “You wait for him and I’ll wait with you, chick.”

			Mr Shea let out a sigh that came close to breathing in her face. “Please excuse me, but you don’t know the situation.”

			“I hope it isn’t what it looks like. You come here to me, chick.”

			“Just wait there, Carla. Bridie, stay with her,” Mr Shea said and reached for the lady’s shoulder. “Please just come with me and listen.”

			“Don’t you think you can handle me,” she said and fended off his hand with a shrug that looked disgusted. She turned her back as they began a conversation too low for me to hear over the babble of the other children. Soon she swung round, and I saw her looking for her own child, and wondered why she didn’t want to look at me. When she did she put on a smile her tight lips fixed before she said “Better do what he says, chick. They’ll explain to you at home.”

			“But I don’t want to go with him,” I protested so loud that several parents turned to stare.

			“You do as grownups tell you.” She grabbed her daughter and ushered her away at speed. “This gentleman is only looking after you,” she called without looking back.

			“Trust me, Carla,” Mr Shea said, “that’s the gospel truth.”

			Perhaps the mention of the Bible convinced me I should, because I didn’t think anybody who invoked it could be lying. I was anxious to be home, where at least I was promised an explanation. When I ventured out of the gates Mr Shea led Bridie and me to his car. As soon as we climbed in he said “Put your seat belts on.”

			“Dad, you never tell me to.”

			“I’m telling you now. See, Carla has.”

			I only had so we’d be home faster. I would have put Bridie’s on for her if she hadn’t heeded the warning in his voice, though I saw it puzzled her. “What did you do at school today?” Mr Shea said as he started the car, but I didn’t like how bright he was making his voice sound and besides, I wanted to save the answer for my parents. I let Bridie tell her tale, but she’d only got as far as lunchtime when we reached home. A police car was parked outside the Sheas’ house, and so Mr Shea had to park outside ours. The instant he stopped the car I released my safety belt, because it made me feel held back from learning what was going on. As soon as I climbed out of the car I saw my mother in the front room.

			Mrs Shea was with her, and they were sitting as still as the waxworks my father took us to see one Sunday in a museum. Their faces looked as if they couldn’t move or didn’t want to, but their eyes were glinting like the ones the waxworks had. When I ran into our tiny stone-flagged garden I saw their eyes were wet, and heard a man’s low voice. What was my father telling them to make them cry? I was afraid he might have lost his job or crashed the taxi, since I couldn’t see it anywhere. I thought of showing them my picture to cheer them up, but I’d left it in the car. “Come away, Carla,” Mr Shea called, which made my mother glance towards the window. As she caught sight of me her face wavered and then tried to be more like a waxwork. “Go away, child,” she said, and louder “Go away for now.”

			She sounded like nobody I knew, which dismayed and frightened me. “Mummy, I want to come in.”

			“You can’t at the moment. Go and play with Bridie. Mrs Shea’s giving you your tea.”

			This might have sounded like a treat if her voice hadn’t grown harsh. “Daddy, let me in,” I pleaded, sidling alongside the window to find him. The man sitting forward on the chair the curtain had hidden from me was a policeman. “Where’s my dad?” I cried. “I want to see him.”

			“You’re never going to.” I didn’t think my mother meant me to hear this, but then she raised her voice. “For God’s sake go away, child, till I come and get you.”

			I knew taking the Lord’s name in vain was a sin, and hearing her do it disconcerted me so much that I fled. Mr Shea had unlocked his front door, and I followed Bridie in. He was about to close the door when I heard my mother come out of our house. “I’m going to see him,” she said, holding her voice stiff.

			Mr Shea tried to catch me, but I dodged past the door and ran to her. “You’re going to my dad. Please, I want to.”

			“You can’t, Carla.” My mother’s face seemed to clench around her eyes, squeezing trickles out of them. “Just remember him the way he was.”

			“But what is he now?”

			“He’s in heaven, child. You say a prayer so he will be.”

			I couldn’t say a prayer or even speak. I clung to her and pressed my face against her stomach, which smelled of cigarette ash that she’d spilled on herself. As much as anything, this departure from her usual fastidiousness upset me. I pulled my head back and managed to ask “Mummy, what happened to him?”

			“They’ve killed him,” my mother said, glaring at the officer who had followed Mrs Shea out of our house. “The police killed your father.”

		

	
		
			ALEX

			“In three hundred yards turn left into Manly Lane.” But when the rush-hour traffic in the unfamiliar town lets Alex reach the junction, it’s blocked by a diversion. Since Manly Lane is a one-way street, he can’t enter by the far end. The next road on the left brandishes a No Entry sign, and the phone urges him to backtrack. When the car manages to crawl to the next junction, he’s able to turn left into a tangle of back streets where most of the pedestrians appear to think traffic shouldn’t be allowed or isn’t even there, to judge by how they amble across his path. The route confuses the phone even more than it bewilders him, and he silences the robot voice before dropping the mobile into his breast pocket. At last he escapes onto a main road, and is heading for Manly Lane once more when the phone announces an unknown caller. Lee slips a hand like a caress into his pocket to retrieve the phone and says “Hello?”

			“Sorry, have I typed you wrong? That isn’t Alex.”

			“Not unless we’ve switched identities,” he says. “It’s my partner Lee.”

			“This is Janet at the bookshop. Sorry to ask, but could you use the back door? We’ve got people at the front protesting about your book.”

			“You don’t want me to thank them for the advertising.”

			“Best not antagonise them if you don’t mind. Whereabouts are you?”

			“Just coming to the wrong end of your road.”

			“Go past.” This sounds like a warning until Janet adds “Then take the first right and you’re bound to find some parking.”

			As Alex coasts past Manly Lane he sees pickets poling slogans, some of which Lee reads aloud. “Tell Truth without a comma Not Tales,” she says and corrects the others too. “Our Lives Aren’t with no apostrophe Fiction, Tell Your Own Story Not Ours with an apostrophe….” Her long face framed by straight red hair cut short across her high brows makes it plain that she’s amused, a state her large dark eyes and wide lips seem constantly to hope for. The right turn leads to a multistorey car park, where Alex finds space on the second level. On the way past Manly Lane he slows down to read the placards, and Lee takes his arm to propel him onwards before anyone recognises him. A sign she didn’t read to him takes his fancy: WE ARE NOT MATERIAL. “Maybe some of my critics on Twitter are showing their faces at last,” he says. “They don’t look immaterial to me.”

			“Depends how much you feel they ought to be.”

			“They can’t realise they’re publicity. That’s they’re with an apostrophe in case you were wondering.”

			“Their with an i would work as well.”

			They’ve performed this sort of routine ever since Lee began copyediting his books among the many her job brings. As they find an alley that leads behind Texts they hear demonstrators chanting on the far side of the bookshop. “No semicolon no,” Alex punctuates the chorus, “semicolon no.”

			“Writers don’t need those. Colonisation isn’t good.”

			“I can think of a few who’d give you an argument, except they wouldn’t dare.”

			“So long as you do when you think you should.”

			“That’s a collectible event,” Alex says and rings the bell beside a wordless door. “No colon no colon no.”

			“Here’s the girl who’ll leave you with no colon.”

			“Just keep your hands off my brackets.” He gives her time to anticipate his saying “Except in bed.”

			A young woman in trousers and a Texts T-shirt opens the door as Lee wrinkles her long elegant nose at him. “Is everything all right?” the bookseller says, not without alarm.

			“We’d say so, wouldn’t we? Alex and Lee, who helped me find my voice.”

			“Janet,” Janet says, shaking hands with both of them at once as if to demonstrate efficiency. “We can wait in the office.”

			In the room to which she ushers them a desk is strewn with stacks of books, while the walls are patched with posters and sketches of mountain ranges – performance charts, on one of which a lonely member of staff is stranded in the foothills. Janet hangs their coats on a single prong protruding from a laden board and offers them wine from a box in a dwarfish refrigerator. “Don’t drink too much before you read,” Lee says.

			“I never do.” When she lowers her delicate brows to emphasise the look she gives him, Alex admits “Not for years.”

			“Never’s longer,” Lee says and tells Janet “Sometimes I can’t stop editing.”

			Alex sips his drink and restrains himself to doing so several unhurried times before he glances at his watch. He ought to be performing by now, and abruptly Janet appears to agree, though he hopes she’s more enthusiastic than her words. “We may as well go through.”

			Of the several dozen unfolded chairs that face a podium between shelves marked Fantasy and Crime, more than half are occupied. To the left of the central aisle the front row is empty apart from a tall man sprawling with his legs thrust out and wide. His stubbly face looks hammered broad and almost flat, spreading all the features, and his scalp resembles a translucent cover for a greyish hint of hair. Most of the rest of him is encased in black: polo-neck, jeans, socks, shoes. He sees Janet escort Lee to a reserved seat in the other half of the front row and then watches Alex take the solitary chair on the low podium, where a squat table bearing a bottle of water and a copy of his latest novel scrapes his calves when he tries to stretch his legs. As he opens the bottle, which is so full that a liberated trickle runs under his shirt cuff, Janet stands in front of him. “We’re delighted to welcome Alex Grand, bestselling author of the Palgrave Patten series,” she says. “He’s going to talk about his work and read from his new book Nobody Sees and then take questions.”

			She leads the applause as she makes for a seat next to Lee. The bald sprawler donates just a pair of sluggish claps. Perhaps he’s withholding enthusiasm until he feels impressed, which makes him a challenge to be tackled. Alex eyes him while explaining that in Nobody Sees Palgrave Patten’s sidekick Dyann is away on a sabbatical from teaching film noir, and so he’s helped by his latest client, who wants Patten to find a girl who was abused as a child. The search leads deep into the world of paedophiles, with Andrew the client posing as one, and Patten feels soiled by the experience despite arranging numerous arrests. None of this appears to gratify the bald spectator, who may be distracted by the chanting in the street. As Alex wonders if this will impair his reading it fades away, and he sees the placards sink beyond the window on the far side of the shop as the demonstrators disperse. He reads from the chapter where Andrew talks to Sandy, the victim he hired Patten to track down, only to leave her unidentified and hidden. “His reason’s on the last page,” Alex says and shuts the book.

			Janet steps in front of him to ask for questions, and the bald man speaks at once. “He’s talking to himself.”

			“He’s been talking to everyone,” Lee objects.

			“I don’t mean Mr Grand.” The man gives her no more favourable a look than he did when she sat down. “You’re with him.”

			“I shouldn’t think I’m the only one.”

			“Clever as him too.” This is plainly not intended as a compliment. “You came with Mr Grand.”

			Lee reacts to the way he makes it sound like a gibe. “Yes, that’s his name.”

			“Just Alex is the rest, is it? Hiding his gender to go with his book.”

			“I’ve used it ever since I was published,” Alex retorts. “Lee cut it down for me.”

			“Lee.” The man makes this sound suspect too, having glanced at her. “What are you saying the rest of you is?” he challenges Alex.

			“Alexander Evelyn Grand. We decided shorter was better, us and the publishers.”

			The man greets the expanded name with an aborted laugh, which provokes Lee to demand “Since you’re so interested in names, what’s yours?”

			“I’m ToM.”

			He pronounces it not just with pride but with considerable emphasis on the last letter. “Tom,” Lee says with none.

			“ToM with a capital M.” More fiercely still he says “M for man and TM for TransMission.”

			“You were outside picketing before.” Lee clearly feels she should have realised sooner. “You had the sign about material.”

			In front of the podium Janet turns her head so vigorously that Alex sees the action ridge her neck. “I’m afraid we’ll have to ask you to leave,” she tells ToM.

			“Don’t send him out on my account,” Alex says. “I’m happy to have a debate.”

			“That’s very generous of you,” Janet says but appeals to the audience. “Who has the next question?”

			A woman on the back row calls out “I didn’t understand the business about talking to himself.”

			“Andrew in the book, he’s Sandy,” ToM says at once. “She’s supposed to have transitioned because she was abused, and all that conversation he read you is really just one person.”

			Alex regrets having encouraged him. “Well, thank you so much for giving my twist away.”

			“Think nothing of it, because we don’t. It’s not just a twist for all of us who’ve lived it.”

			“Alex, your book is about a lot more than that,” Lee says and assures the audience “In some ways it’s better second time around.”

			With all the pride he showed in his name ToM declares “I’ve read it less than once myself.”

			“Then how can you criticise,” Lee protests, “if that’s what you think you’re doing?”

			ToM aims his response at Alex. “Have you changed your gender?”

			“I won’t pretend I have.”

			“Then you’re pretending when you try and write about it. I have and everybody in TransMission has, so don’t you dare claim you know what it’s like.”

			“I’ve never been burgled, I’ve never known anyone who was murdered, and nobody’s objected to my writing about those.”

			“Then they should, because your sort of book trivialises crime, but I’m talking about something people live through their whole lives. It doesn’t just happen to us, it’s what we are.”

			“You seem to be missing a point,” a man says behind Lee. “His book’s fiction.”

			“That’s exactly what it shouldn’t be,” ToM says and turns on Alex again. “Were you abused as a child?”

			“I’m glad to say I never was.”

			“More lies.” As Alex opens his mouth to deny it ToM says “That’s all your book can be.”

			“I think fiction can be a way of telling truths.”

			“Yours can’t,” ToM says and grabs his widely outstretched knees. “Have you had enough of a debate?”

			“Delighted to continue so long as we let other people in.”

			“I doubt they know any more about it than you do,” ToM says, levering himself lankily to his feet. “If I’ve saved a few people from buying your book I’ve achieved something worth doing.”

			Alex picks up the bottle of water to take a nonchalant swallow, only for the plastic to creak in his fist, so loudly it sounds close to splintering. While ToM stalks towards the exit, members of the audience mime support for Alex, grimacing wryly or casting their upturned hands apart or scratching their heads, and Lee tilts hers like a depiction of unbalance. As the gestures subside Janet says “Any more questions?” and Alex is the first to laugh.

		

	
		
			CARLA

			“He was a good man, your Bertie. I was proud to have him on my team. I could always rely on him to do the job, not like some of them, and he’d go the extra mile for anyone. It saddens me to say it, Mrs Batchelor, but that’s how he came to leave us. Another driver let a fare down and your Bertie was on his way to pick them up. I’m not saying he was speeding, but I understand the police were, and you’d think they should have had their siren on. There’s still a dispute about who had the right of way at the crossroads, but I don’t think it can make any difference now, do you? We mustn’t blame our friends the police for what happened to your daddy, Carla. They were only trying to catch a bad man. Just so you know, Mrs Batchelor, I gave the driver who let me down his walking papers, though that won’t bring your Bertie back. At least we know he’s with the Saviour.”

			“We pray he is, Mr Randal. Tell Mr Randal what you do before you go to bed.”

			I felt awkward telling him, and I was afraid that if I opened my mouth a giggle would escape. Just now his visits to our house were the only thing that stopped my mother crying, but I kept remembering how my father had made fun of him. I thought he had at least twice as big a head as its features needed – his small eyes were set close together, and he didn’t have much of a nose or mouth. I had the idea that the size of his mouth was the reason his voice was so high, and that his face had squeezed his shock of curly blond hair out of the top of his head like froth. At least he wasn’t using any of the phrases my father used to say he did. I couldn’t stay quiet while he and my mother expected an answer, and so I said “Pray daddy’s gone to heaven.”

			“It’s no laughing matter, Carla,” Mr Randal said, because I hadn’t managed to hold my voice quite steady. “Remember God sees everything you do.”

			“I expect the child’s nervous, Mr Randal,” my mother said, though I thought that was truer of her. “And she’s bound to be upset for a while.”

			“Shall I tell you what you ought to think, Carla?”

			I was old enough to know I wasn’t meant to take this as a question. “If you like.”

			“Please excuse her, Mr Randal. Of course she wants you to.”

			“Carla, everything that happens is what God wants to happen.” He glanced at my mother as if she’d objected, and said “Everything that’s not a sin.”

			I was wondering what I needed to be excused for, and found out as soon as he’d gone. “Don’t ever let me down like that again,” my mother said so furiously it seemed to dry her tears up. “Mr Randal’s a kind man and you’d no reason on God’s earth to laugh at him.”

			This felt disloyal to my father’s memory. “Daddy did.”

			“He just needed to be cheerful when he was doing so much for us, God rest his soul.” I thought my mother was trying to convince herself, and then she turned on me again. “Never you mind what grownups do,” she said. “Your poor father’s been taken from us, so just you be grateful his boss is being such a saviour.”

			Soon there were more reasons I was meant to be appreciative. Mr Randal brought me sweets whenever he came to visit, and gave my mother cuts of meat from a butcher, the brother of one of his drivers. I felt as if he was trying to improve on the presents my father used to bring home, and one day I overheard him lending money to my mother while the payment of my father’s life insurance was delayed. I managed not to laugh at him any more except when I was in bed and nobody could hear, though I hoped my father might be hearing. Laughing at Mr Randal felt like keeping my father alive somewhere closer than heaven.

			When my mother walked me home the day before the funeral she behaved as though she’d brought me a surprise. “Mr Randal is taking us in his limousine,” she said.

			She was making it sound like a treat for me, but I thought he was trying to outdo my father again. “Keep your feet off Mr Randal’s seats,” she said when he drove us in the car that smelled laundered, though I hadn’t put them anywhere near. At the church he went in Father Brendan’s pulpit to talk about my father. He repeated all the things he’d told my mother about him, which made me feel he’d rehearsed a performance. When he joined in the hymns we had to sing he kept trying to deepen his voice, but every time it sprang up high. My mother couldn’t hold hers steady, and so as not to laugh at Mr Randal I pretended I was crying like her, only soon I didn’t have to pretend.

			After the mass he came with us to the grave, holding most of his umbrella over my mother while I huddled against her. It was raining so hard that the ropes the undertaker’s men were using to lower the coffin nearly slipped through their hands, and when it landed in the grave it made a noise like squashing rotten fruit. My mother seemed not to know what to do, and so Mr Randal dropped soil on the coffin, which upset me more than the rest of the day had. “He’s throwing mud at my daddy,” I cried.

			“I hope nobody thinks I’d do any such thing. You should never do that to anyone, Carla.”

			While I felt he was accusing me of more than I could grasp, I thought he was warning me not to denounce him. My mother threw some earth as if she had to copy him. “You as well, Carla,” she whispered, but I fled out of Mr Randal’s shelter and kept away from the grave, even though I was instantly drenched. He followed me with the umbrella and ushered us to the limousine, but I saw people throwing earth into the grave and thought they meant to cover up my father so he’d be forgotten. At the wake my mother sent me to take sandwiches around to everyone, but I could tell she had more to say to me. Once the mourners and Mr Randal had gone, she told me off for running away from the grave. “I can’t imagine what Mr Randal must think of you,” she said.

			I tried not to care, even though he seemed to want to treat me like a daughter. He had no children of his own and wasn’t married. He kept bringing me bags of sweets, till my mother said “You’ll be turning her into a little pig, Mr Randal.”

			“Plump’s attractive too,” he said and touched my mother’s arm. “Call me Malcolm.”

			I thought these sounded like the sayings my father joked about, but my mother simpered at them as if she’d forgotten she was a grownup. “Then you’ll have to call me Elaine,” she said.

			He started bringing her flowers as well as meat, and every time she said he shouldn’t, except the way she said it meant the opposite. They made the house smell like a graveyard, reminding me of the wreath he’d collected money from his drivers for. He’d put a notice on it saying In memory of Bertie, our reliable friend who lived up to our name, from all at Reliablest Cars. I’d thought it looked more like an advertisement for his firm than a tribute to my father, and now I felt the flowers he brought my mother were an advertisement for himself.

			I don’t know how many weeks it was after my father died that he first took her out for dinner. At first I didn’t mind, because it meant I slept next door in Bridie’s room and we could talk when we were supposed to be asleep. Then I started feeling as if my mother had some news for me. One day as I came out of school I saw she was ready to speak, though I couldn’t tell if she was eager or determined. She made sure we’d left everyone else behind, and then she said “I hope you realise how much Mr Randal has done for us.”

			I thought she meant I was failing to appreciate him as much as she did. “I always say thank you.”

			“You like it when he comes to see us, don’t you?”

			“Yes,” I said, partly because I saw her urging me to.

			“Well, soon he will for good.”

			“What do you mean, mummy?”

			“For the good of both of us. He’ll be looking after us the way your father tried.”

			I was dismayed to think I understood. “He can’t be my daddy,” I protested.

			“Of course he’ll never take his place, but just be glad we’ll be a family again.” As if she was pretending I couldn’t hear, my mother added “And he won’t be such a worry as your father.”

			I resented this on my father’s behalf. The next time Mr Randal gave me sweets my mother had to prompt “What do you say?”

			My thanks must have sounded as forced as I felt, because Mr Randal took the bag out of my hand. “No treats for sullen little girls, are there, mother? I think someone ought to go to bed.”

			“You heard Mr Randal. Off you go and stay there till you learn to be polite.”

			“And don’t forget to say your prayers,” Mr Randal called after me.

			As far as I was concerned I’d been polite to him. I hated him for rustling the bag of sweets as an extra punishment as I trudged out of the room. I crawled into bed without getting undressed, because my mother hadn’t said I should. I prayed that my father was happy in heaven, and as I wondered what to pray about Mr Randal I heard the stairs creak. I thought my mother was coming to lecture me, but Mr Randal opened the door. “You aren’t supposed to come in my room,” I cried.

			“Your mother has no problem with it. Don’t upset her more than you already have.” He shut the door and sat on the end of my bed. His weight tugged at the bedclothes as if he meant to strip them off me, and I was glad I hadn’t undressed. “Do you want to make her ill?” he said.

			I took this for one of the questions grownups asked that didn’t invite any answer, but he frowned at me so hard that his face seemed to shrink further. “No,” I pleaded.

			“Then try and be a good girl. Your mother says you used to be one. Don’t you know how ill it makes her when she has to worry about you?”

			I’d begun to feel he wouldn’t let me say anything except “No.”

			“That’s because she does her best to hide it from you. You don’t need to know how much she’s had to worry about money, because that’s over now. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? You want your mother to be happy, don’t you?”

			He seemed to have left me no answer but “Yes.”

			“Then let’s talk about something nicer. I know what little girls like.” I thought he was going to offer me a sweet, but he said “You like dressing up, don’t you? You’ll be a bridesmaid when I marry your mother.”

			I felt as if I was agreeing to more than I might welcome by saying “Yes,” but I thought at least I’d placated him till he said “No need for that. What do you think you’re doing?”

			I was keeping hold of the bedclothes with both hands, because he’d sat towards me, pulling harder at them. “Come downstairs if you think you’re going to be able to behave yourself,” he said and stood up so quickly he might have been trying to pretend he hadn’t sat on my bed. “Just promise me you won’t upset your mother.”

			I didn’t mean to distress her, and I wanted to be with her. “I promise.”

			When I followed him downstairs my mother said “I hope you’ve made your peace.”

			I thought she should be talking to him too or even might be, but he said “We’ve got ourselves a little maid. Now where’s a sweet for a good girl?”

			I wanted to enjoy the wedding for my mother’s sake, even if it felt like sending my father away. Bridie and I were all in white like Mr Randal and my mother, and a fat white flower stuck out of his lapel. I was expecting my mother’s dress to have a train for me and Bridie to carry – it would have made her seem like a queen – but I was glad she didn’t have one, since it would have brought back the name my father couldn’t call her any more.

			That afternoon the sun was so fierce it looked like one of those lights police in films shine in people’s eyes to find out what they’ve done wrong. It woke up the scents of flowers in our house, making it smell even more like a funeral. When we went out to the limousine our clothes turned so bright I almost couldn’t look at them. I had to slit my eyes, but Mr Randal said I shouldn’t or I’d end up working in a Chinese takeaway, which made my mother laugh and tell him he was terrible. I expected him to drive the limousine, but he sat facing me and Bridie and my mother. All the way to St Brendan’s he told the driver what to do – “Easy on my gears, Dave” and “No call to brake so hard” and “About time you were signalling.” He kept his hands clasped in his lap, and I nearly asked if he was praying, but now I wonder what they hid.

			“Little angels,” I heard someone say when Bridie and I followed Mr Randal up the aisle, and I thought how our dresses were the colour Father Brendan said our souls had been when we were born. All the outfits were Mr Randal’s idea, and my mother had seemed flattered, though back then I didn’t understand why. When Father Brendan asked her such a long question that I’d forgotten how it had started by the time he finished, she said “I do” as if she was daring anyone to contradict her. When he asked Mr Randal something like the same, Mr Randal said “I do” as though he couldn’t believe anyone might doubt it. A lady in the front row dabbed at her eyes, and her face was squashed so small for the size of her head that I knew she was his mother. Across the aisle my grandmother hid a sniff in her lace handkerchief, and her husband cleared his throat as though she’d given him a cold.

			After the wedding Mr Randal drove us to a local hotel, just my mother and me while Bridie went in the family car. There was a buffet I would have enjoyed more if Mr Randal hadn’t made me nervous, telling me to keep my dress clean “like the good girl you are.” I managed not to spill my plateful, but I was impatient to see where we were going to live. When he took us back where we’d always lived I couldn’t muffle my disappointment. “Aren’t we going to the big house?”

			“She means Speke Hall, Malcolm. I expect he’ll take us one day soon, Carla.”

			“Not there. Where Mr Randal lives.”

			“You think I deserve a mansion, do you? That’s a thoughtful little girl. I’ve never needed one of those, and I’ve got your house now. We wouldn’t have had room in my apartment. And no more of the Mr Randal. You just call me dad.”

			I was so unhappy to be robbed of the fairy-tale dwelling I’d imagined was a compensation for his presence that I blurted “You aren’t.”

			“Would you like your poor mother to bring you up all by herself with nobody to help?”

			I didn’t see how he could assume I’d meant that, but I had to say “No.”

			“Then just you remember what we agreed, and that includes calling me dad.”

			He was reminding me not to upset my mother, and now I saw I couldn’t even explain that to her. I could only mumble “Dad.”

			“That’s the spirit. Keep it up till it’s natural. And speaking of helping, I hope you do around the house. You should be glad it’s not a mansion.”

			He stared at me without a blink till I said “Yes, dad.”

			I told myself I would never call him daddy, which belonged to my father and nobody else. That night I prayed he would look after my mother as much as he made out he meant to, and me as well. I was still awake when I heard them come upstairs to what used to be my parents’ room, and Mr Randal murmured “Let’s just be certain she’s asleep.” I huddled under the bedclothes as he opened my door, and I stayed there once he shut it, because I was afraid to learn the secret they were anxious for me not to know. When I heard my mother cry out I thought she was yearning for my father. I hoped she was, but the sound disturbed me so much that I pressed my hand against the ear that wasn’t buried in the pillow, and soon fell asleep.

			When my father came home and went to my mother Mr Randal pushed him out of the bed, telling him “It’s all mine now.” I woke up feeling the dream was stuck to my mind, which dismayed me so much I ran across the landing to the other bedroom. I’d only just opened the door when Mr Randal sat up in the bed. I could barely see his face in the dark, but it looked the way he’d met my father in the dream. “What do you mean by coming in like that?” he whispered. “You’ve no idea what your mother and I might have been doing. At least, I pray you’ve none.”

			My mother rolled over to peer at me. “You listen to him, Carla. Some things are private. In future just you knock and wait to be told.”

			“But you and daddy used to let me come in when I was lonely in the night.”

			I suppose I should have understood why this didn’t please my mother. “Well, you can’t any more without making sure you’re welcome.”

			“Nobody’s saying you have to be lonely,” Mr Randal added. “Remember that now and go back to your bed.”

			“Just you do as he tells you, Carla.”

			I felt as if they were united against me in a way she and my father never had been. As my mother walked me to school next day she said “It’s about time you started appreciating your new father. He’s a blessing and I thank God for him.” I had no idea what I’d done to deserve the rebuke, and I wondered what she and Mr Randal might have said about me while I wasn’t there. “He cares so much about us he’s gone straight back to work,” she wanted me to know. “He hasn’t even had a honeymoon.”

			I thought she wished she’d had one, which made me feel left out, because where would I have been? I felt the one she’d had with my real father should have been enough, but she seemed to think Mr Randal was suffering for us, though I’d been led to believe only Jesus had. She had nothing but sympathy for him whenever he told us about his day – how one of the receptionists had got an address wrong again, or yet another driver had shown up late or called in sick, whereas Mr Randal had never taken a day off in his life “except to marry my pet.” Apparently she didn’t wonder how much time he spent sitting around the taxi office or waiting for his employees to do something else wrong, since he took the limousine out so seldom. When he did we were treated to more tributes to his passengers than Mr Randal had given my father at the funeral, though they sounded just like footballers and stage performers and owners of companies I’d never heard of.

			My mother let him know she was impressed, as if she thought he was the only man who could have done the job. Maybe she had to think that, and it bothered me less than how he made her feel she needed help around the house, as though he meant to leave her helpless. Before long, if I didn’t show enough enthusiasm for my household tasks when I came home from school, I felt I’d let her down, though she’d never expected so much of me while my father was alive. “Don’t tire me out, child,” she would say more like my grandmother than herself, but I blamed Mr Randal for exhausting her or persuading her she deserved to be fatigued.

			Did he mean to do that on our Sunday outings? “Open the door for your mother, Carla,” he would say when we were getting into the limousine and out of it as well. Soon she made me feel I’d let her down if I didn’t do it readily enough. The first time he took us out a neighbour admired the car and said “Gone up in the world, Mrs Randal.” I thought the idea was as disloyal to my father as her new name, and when my mother asked me what was wrong I couldn’t speak. “Keep your secret and see if I care,” she complained, but I’d grown wary of provoking Mr Randal.

			He drove us into the countryside for walks, though not too much of them. “Don’t go scurrying off,” he warned me as the two of them strolled a little way through a wood. “Have a thought for your mother.” Soon he just took us for drives, and I remember him saying “You sit and rest and enjoy the view. You’ve earned it, Elaine.” I’d have liked to stop at some of the places we passed – at least, I would have while I was with my mother.

			One day we stopped at a petrol station for Mr Randal to check the tyre pressures and fill up the tank. “Come and feel this, Carla,” he said as he pumped the tyres up. I held the hose and felt it throb with each surge of air. “If you think that’s exciting try this one,” he said when he’d finished, and let me hold part of the tube while he filled the petrol tank. As I felt the liquid surging through my grasp I saw my mother frown at us through the window. “What’s wrong, mummy?” I said once I was back in the car.

			“Nothing I know about and nothing you should either. I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, child.”

			Her reaction confused me as much as it hurt me. As Mr Randal returned to the car he said “Has someone been upsetting somebody again?”

			“Just a misunderstanding,” my mother said, staring hard at me to see I knew it was, which didn’t help me understand. “Let’s leave it behind, Malcolm.”

			I felt blamed for something I hadn’t done and didn’t even know had happened, and I thought it was my fault that next Sunday she stayed home. “You look worn out, my pet,” Mr Randal told her. “You try and have a snooze and I’ll look after our child.”

			He started taking me out for hours once he’d brought us all home from mass. He would find somewhere in the countryside to park and then stride off as if leaving my mother behind set him free. “You need tiring out,” he told me. “It’s only fair to your mother.” Though he brought the binoculars he’d used to show her birds, he wouldn’t let me look through them. “Some things are too big for you to handle just yet,” he said with a smile that seemed to be meant purely for himself. Instead he’d lift me up to see birds and their nests, and once his hands slipped under my dress. I started wriggling because his fingers felt like cold fat worms, but at first he didn’t put me down. “No need to kick,” he said after a while, and let me down. “Nothing’s the matter, is there?”

			I couldn’t find words to express my doubts, unless I was afraid to. “Don’t suppose,” I mumbled.

			“That’s right, don’t do that. I hope you’re enjoying your walk after you made such a fuss about wanting them.”

			I didn’t think I had, but felt I was only allowed to say “Yes.”

			“Then please see you tell your mother you’ve enjoyed it. We don’t want her worrying about it and making herself ill. A good girl is a healthy girl.”

			Though this reminded me of the things my father used to say Mr Randal said, I no longer felt like laughing. I told my mother I’d had a good walk, but after that I made sure to change into my jeans after church. I didn’t want to feel Mr Randal’s wormy fingers under my skirt again, and at least my mother agreed jeans were more suitable for the sort of walks we took. I didn’t like him lifting me with a hand on my bottom either. I mightn’t have minded if he’d put me on his shoulders the way my father used to, telling me that when I grew as tall as him I’d go high in the world. Once I tried pretending I felt too ill for a Sunday outing, and doing my best to convince my mother did give me a headache, but she acted as if I simply wanted to be ill like her. “Get some fresh air and you’ll feel better,” she said. “Go with your dad and get to know each other.”

			I thought I knew him as well as I wanted to. He would never be my dad – he was more like a parody of one, but not the joke my father used to make of him. Now my mother only walked me and Bridie to school on some days, and Mrs Shea did on most of them. Once when my mother brought us home I went to fetch my new doll to show Bridie, and found Mr Randal with his binoculars at my bedroom window. Girls in their sports kits were practicing in the schoolyard across the road, but he said he’d been watching a bird that had just flown away. I was more concerned about his intrusion. “You said I couldn’t come in mummy’s room if I didn’t ask.”

			“That’s completely different. This is my house now,” he said, which reminded me of dreaming that my father had come home and found him in the bed. I wasn’t to know that the nightmare had hardly begun.

		

	
		
			ALEX

			The tower of offices on Euston Road is so full of windows that it resembles a concrete lattice embedded in a block of glass. The upper storeys are an incandescent mass of sunlight, but nobody apart from Alex seems to notice. Many of the pedestrians are intent on phones, while the rest of the crowd hurry past without meeting anybody’s eyes, as if they’re anxious to avoid facing any threat – a terrorist, perhaps, or someone with a knife. On the ground floor Alex displays Kirsty Palmer’s email to a guard behind a desk, and without having said a word the man releases the waist-high hurdle of a barrier.

			As the scenic lift elevates Alex, pedestrians shrink into their bodies until they’re no more than a swarm of toys in the shape of heads sprouting mechanically active limbs. Halfway up the shaft the sunlight blazes in, and he turns his back to be confronted by a version of himself surrounded by his shadow. At the thirteenth floor, which is numbered fourteen, his reflection splits in two, vanishing as the glass doors admit him to the lobby of Tiresias Press. Rod is at the reception desk, which is made of glass so black it’s opaque, and gives him a flawless polished smile that enlivens Rod’s immaculately made-up face. “I’ll tell Kirsty you’re here,” Rod says and, with the switchboard, does. “She’ll be with you in a pair of shakes.”

			Alex takes a seat beside an equally low table scattered with recent Tiresias books. As he leafs through a copy of Nobody Sees, someone emerges from Men, where the faceless sketchy emblem of a man flares with light as the door next to Rod’s desk shuts. The newcomer’s extravagantly wide face looks as though he doesn’t own a razor or is resolved to live without one. He plants himself on the seat opposite Alex, and Rod seems about to speak, but returns to reading his phone instead. Now that Alex is observed he feels more self-regarding than he wants to be, and lays his book down. The man scowls at it, provoking Alex to ask “Not your taste?”

			The man’s voice sounds resolutely gruff. “Don’t like that kind of thing.”

			“We all have our preferences.” Having tried to leave it at that, Alex says “What kind would that be?”

			“Books about how awful someone’s childhood was.”

			“I ought to say this is a novel, and it isn’t just about that.”

			“If they made it up when they haven’t been through it, that’s worse.”

			This feels like the argument Alex had with ToM, and he’s about to pursue it when Kirsty appears. Her ankle-length black and white pinstriped dress makes her look taller and slimmer than ever. Her high blond eyebrows lend her smooth oval face a perpetually surprised expression or at any rate the air of expecting to be. The grin of welcome she starts to give Alex snags on an obstruction, and she turns to his neighbour. “With you shortly, Carl,” she says, and to Alex “Come through for a minute.”

			He thought they were going for lunch. Has the stubbly man taken some sort of precedence? Alex feels vulnerable in a way he hasn’t felt since he sent his first novel to his agent Linder. In Kirsty’s office, where slatted blinds blot out the world, the sight of a copy of Nobody Sees doesn’t help – it’s singled out from heaps of books on her desk as if it needs to be discussed. Perching on an undernourished leather chair while Kirsty sinks into its plump relative behind the desk, Alex says “How are we doing?”

			“I’m pretty fair.” As he hopes this will be true in every sense, she says “You?”

			“Fine as far as I know.” His wary query has left him having to explain “I meant our book.”

			“Not as well as it started out. Not as well as your others.”

			“Oh, hasn’t it?” Alex detests questions that have been answered in advance, and now himself for asking one. “Too much of a departure,” he wonders aloud, “do we think?”

			“That could be part of the problem.”

			“I’m guessing you’re wanting me to return to my old ways. I’m sure I can.”

			The guess is closer to a hope, and stays that way while Kirsty blinks at him. “I don’t know if that will fix it, Alex.”

			He’s by no means certain of wanting to learn “Fix what?”

			She looks saddened, perhaps only by his lack of comprehension. “The response.”

			“Our sales, you mean.”

			“I wish it were only those. Haven’t you seen all the comments on Twitter?”

			“They’re publicity for us, don’t you think?”

			“No publicity is bad publicity.” He’s about to agree when Kirsty says “That isn’t how it works these days, if it ever did. We’re glad you didn’t answer them.”

			“Too busy working on my next book for you.” This appears to revive her unhappiness, which leaves him afraid to speak, but he makes himself say “Can’t we turn the controversy to our advantage?”

			“You don’t seem to have when you were talking at Texts.”

			He’s angry now. “What am I meant to have done?”

			“Didn’t you read what people said about it on Twitter?”

			“People.” When Kirsty looks offended by his gibe he says “Just one person who was actually there, and they brought their agenda.”

			“Are you saying what they wrote about you wasn’t true?”

			“I am, and so would Lee.”

			“I’m sure she would be on your side. So you didn’t try to get this man ejected from the shop.”

			“Tommm, you mean.”

			“I hope you didn’t make fun of him like that either.”

			“That’s how he pronounces himself. ToM with two capitals, just like TransMission. It’s their joke, not mine.”

			“If you think it’s a joke.”

			“And it was Janet from the shop who wanted him to leave. I kept him.”

			Kirsty consults her computer screen. “Did you encourage somebody to bully him?”

			“I most certainly did not, and he wasn’t bullied. He had a disagreement with Lee.”

			“Would he have known you were together?”

			“We don’t hide anything, not like him.”

			“What are you saying he hid?”

			“How he picketed the shop and then sneaked in to disrupt the show, but Lee recognised him.”

			“Then I suppose he might say he didn’t try to hide it. Here he’s saying you acted as if the twist in your story was more important than what people like him have to go through.”

			“I should think it would have been to the rest of the audience.” When she doesn’t respond Alex says “And you good folk at Tiresias.”

			“We need to be sensitive when other people are. Did you try to silence him when he gave away your ending?”

			“No, Janet tried to involve the rest of the audience.”

			“Maybe that’s what made him feel bullied.” 

			“Maybe he should act more like the man he wants to be.” Reining in his anger, Alex says “Sorry, that was sexist.”

			“That’s some of what it was. I shouldn’t like to think you’d say that kind of thing in public.”

			“I don’t like being lied about, that’s all. I told him I’d never been abused and never changed my gender. Honestly, I don’t see how anything I said to him can do us any harm.”

			“It isn’t only what he posted. It’s the replies as well.”

			Alex hasn’t bothered looking. His phone shows him that since he last visited Twitter, hundreds of people have responded to ToM, most of them attacking Alex. Some of the comments are so vicious, wishing abuse or emasculation if not both on him, that he has to laugh. “In case you’re worried,” he tells Kirsty, “I won’t be provoked.”

			“Our director thought you should apologise.”

			“I’ve done nothing to apologise for. I hope you don’t think I have.”

			“Sometimes we should even if we don’t think there’s a reason, if it can resolve a problem.”

			“I’d rather make amends for things I’ve actually done.” Her regretful expression drives him to enquire “Just what would you expect me to say?”

			“That’s what she thought at first, but she’s decided an apology won’t be enough.”

			“What more can I do?” His plea infuriates him, and he demands “What am I doing it for? How much of a threat are these people really?”

			“Maybe more than you know. They aren’t just picketing bookshops, they’re boycotting them.”

			“Not many, surely.”

			“More shops every day and more people doing it, and it isn’t just the shops. They’re boycotting all our books.”

			“So what are you saying we can do?”

			“It’s funny you should put it that way, Alex.”

			He can’t see how, and then he’s afraid he can. He was including her and Tiresias Press, but suppose she means he won’t be involved any longer? Before he can bring himself to ask, she turns her attention to the glass door at his back. “Samira,” she calls, “can you tell my guest in reception I’ll be with them in just a few minutes?”

			Alex feels more vulnerable than ever – about to be sent away for good, perhaps. “You’d better tell me whatever you need to,” he says but can’t bring it out too loud.

			Her eyebrows mime bemusement. “I’m looking for a way to rescue your career.”

			He does his best not to sound as anxious as he feels. “Any luck?”

			“Let me ask you this first. You and Lee work pretty closely on your books before you send them to Linder, don’t you?”

			“Lee’s my other set of eyes.”

			This seems not to be the answer Kirsty wants. “Wouldn’t you say you collaborate? And you’ve been happy to work on suggestions I’ve sent you. I’ve enjoyed working with you as well.”

			“I hope we still can.”

			“Would you consider working with somebody else?”

			“Why, who would I have to lose?”

			“Nobody at all if we can make this happen. I’m suggesting the next book could be ghostwritten.”

			The relief he began to feel at her first remark turns into dismay on the brink of rage. “I’d rather stay myself.”

			“Our director thinks it’s the only answer, and I don’t mind telling you I had to fight for it.”

			“I’m sorry you had to, but shouldn’t you have asked me first? I’m certain I can come up with a story she’d approve, and I don’t need anybody else to write it for me.”

			“Alex, I’m sorry.” Kirsty’s laugh seems grotesquely at odds with this. “I wasn’t clear, was I?” she says. “I meant you could write one for somebody else.”

			He experiences relief again and then immediately less of it. “What sort of book?”

			“We’ve been approached by an abuse survivor. They want their story to be told.”

			“I’m sure it ought to be, but why should I come to mind?”

			“You came to mine, Alex. I think it could be the solution for us all, and it might help you grow as a writer.”

			“I thought I’d been doing that.”

			“I didn’t say otherwise.” Just the same, Kirsty looks disappointed by his response. “You don’t have to decide here and now,” she says. “I expect you’ll want to discuss it with Linder and maybe Lee as well.”

			“More like definitely Lee.”

			“So would you like to meet your subject?”

			“I’d say that would be a good idea.”

			“Wait here,” Kirsty says and heads for the corridor so fast he could think she’s eager to leave him. Beyond the open door he hears a gruff complaint: “Thought you’d gone home.” In a moment Kirsty reappears with the stubbled man. “Alex, let me introduce Carl Batchelor,” she says. “Carl, Alex Grand.”

			Alex stands up, though not entirely, and thrusts out a hand. Batchelor’s handshake is aggressively firm but terse. “We’ve met,” Alex says. “Mr Batchelor let me know what he thinks of my novel.”

			Kirsty resumes her seat while Batchelor sprawls in the one beside Alex. “It brought you to us, didn’t it, Carl?”

			“How did it do that?” Alex needs to hear.

			“You put out a story,” Batchelor says, not necessarily to him. “Time you put out some truth.”

			“That’s how Carl pitched it to our director.”

			“And whose idea was it for me to help him write it?”

			“I told you, Alex, mine.”

			He senses how she’s urging him to accept, but that’s just half the situation. “Are you comfortable with that, Mr Batchelor?”

			“Name’s Carl,” Batchelor says more forcefully than Alex finds applicable.

			“I honestly believe Alex is your man. I don’t know any writers who are more professional.”

			“I think I’m demonstrating that.” Not without an effort, Alex tells Batchelor “I can see how you might think my book can’t live up to your experience.”

			“Nowhere near.”

			“I take it you’re prepared to talk about that.”

			“I’ll have to,” Batchelor says but looks at Kirsty. “To whoever’s going to write my book.”

			“Kirsty was saying you were abused.”

			“More ways than you could make up.”

			“I won’t be making any.” As Batchelor gazes at him while withholding his expression Alex says “May I ask how old you were when it began?”

			“Not much more than six.”

			“I’m truly sorry to hear that.” Although Alex imagined in Nobody Sees how victims might grow up, the dull haunted look that fills Batchelor’s eyes suggests he failed to do the consequences justice. “Who was responsible?” he says.

			“Hope you’re not saying I was.”

			“Of course not, not at all. I meant who was the perpetrator.”

			“My mother’s second husband.”

			“That wouldn’t have been your father.”

			“Wish it had been.” As Alex searches for an apt reply, if there is one, Batchelor lets out an unamused laugh. “I mean,” he says, “I wish my dad hadn’t gone and died.”

			“I hope you’ll let me offer you my sympathies for everything. Any abuse of a child is appalling, but I wonder if in some ways it could be worse for a boy of your age to be abused by a man.”

			Kirsty looks anxious to intervene, but it’s Batchelor who speaks. “I wasn’t.”

			“Sorry, I thought you said—” Alex feels not much less bewildered by suggesting “You mean he, how should I put it, made the change.”

			“No.” Batchelor gives him time to suffer his mistake and then says “I have.”

			“Oh, of course.” At once Alex hears how this sounds like a comment on the man’s appearance. Apologising won’t help, and so he says “Are you with TransMission?”

			“Don’t even know what that is.”

			“It’s a pressure group for people who’ve taken your route.” Alex barely hesitates before settling on the last phrase. “They’ve been picketing shops that sell my book,” he confines himself to adding.

			“Don’t need anyone like them.”

			Batchelor looks close to insulted, though surely not by Alex. Is he implying he needs him? Kirsty seems to think so, and Alex sees that both their jobs may be in jeopardy. All of this feels like enough, and he says “I’ll be happy to talk more if you are, Carl.”

			“In that case I do believe it’s time for lunch.” Kirsty stands up as though Alex has released her from detention. “Let’s go and celebrate the birth of a team,” she says, and Alex vows to make it work.

		

	
		
			CARLA

			I was nearly six when my mother started being ill every day before she took me to school. Sometimes I heard her throwing up in the toilet while I was having my breakfast, and that made me feel ill too. She would come downstairs pretending she was fine so as not to bother Mr Randal. I was afraid she might ask him to walk me or drive me to school and let him take over more of my life, but she said “I’m all right walking, Malcolm. You’ve got enough on your plate.”

			I had the impression that she wanted me to appreciate how brave she was being at the same time she convinced herself she was keeping it from him. It made me feel her illness was my fault, because he’d given me the notion that anything wrong with her could be. One morning on the way to school I blurted out “Mummy, why are you sick?”



