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  A MEMORY OF DEMONS





  PART ONE

  ‘SUSPICION’
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  Tom Freeman contemplated the white-coated figure perched on the end of his bed. ‘I’m afraid it’s a death sentence,’ was all he remembered of what the
  doctor had just said.

  Then he heard, ‘That’s a certainty – unless you make some big changes in your life.’

  So, there was an ‘unless’. But did he want an ‘unless’? Wouldn’t he rather just die, and as soon and insensibly as possible? He tried to say as much, but could only
  make a rasping noise in the back of his throat. He reminded himself that he was in a neck brace and his jaw was wired. In addition, he was encased in plaster for three broken ribs, a fractured
  shoulder, a cracked hip and a broken leg. It was a miracle, he had been told, that he was alive.

  The doctor, who was in his mid-thirties, only a year or two older than Tom, went on: ‘At some point your liver or pancreas will go, or your kidneys, maybe the whole lot. Not to mention the
  brain damage that becomes inevitable with that level of sustained drinking. And all of this is without even mentioning your coke habit.’

  He paused, his gaze focused solemnly on Tom’s eyes, hoping to see that his message was hitting home and having some effect. Tom stared back in defiant silence. It was his firm belief that
  everyone had the right to go to hell in their own way. In fact, it was just about the only thing he believed in – his one article of faith. He just wished he could get his mouth to formulate
  the words so that he wouldn’t have to listen to any more of this pious monologue which was really starting to piss him off.

  ‘Of course,’ the doctor was saying, ‘the good news is that you’re unlikely to die from any of those drug- or alcohol-related conditions, because you’ll probably get
  yourself killed in some dumb accident before that. Like last night. You must have been hit by a passing vehicle – most likely a truck, from your injuries. You probably don’t remember
  anything.’

  Tom tried to shake his head, but the doctor held up a hand in alarm.

  ‘Don’t try to move your head! You were pulled out of a ditch over on River and Pike. Somebody had called in to report a corpse. When the paramedics arrived, their first response was
  that you had no vital signs, then they found a pulse. They revived you in the ambulance, though nobody thought you would live – yet here you are.’

  Tom started to ask where the hell River and Pike was, but once again had to abandon the attempt. Besides, what did it matter? It would mean nothing to him. He would have no memory of how he got
  there.

  He knew he was in Albany, but the last place he remembered before that was Manhattan – some club in Tribeca where he’d known one of the musicians, and somebody had started talking
  about driving up the Hudson Valley. There was a rock festival, they’d said, just outside Albany. The next thing he remembered was the limo. Some lunatic had hired a limo. Whose idea had that
  been, he wondered? He suddenly had a horrible feeling it had been his. He remembered that a bunch of them had piled in, and there’d been a bar which, now he thought about it, they’d
  stopped at least a couple of times to replenish on the way. Plus of course they’d had all the usual drugs.

  That much came back, but that was all. They must have reached their destination, though he had no memory of arriving. What, he wondered, had happened to the others? It was unlikely he would ever
  know, because he had no idea who they were. He could not remember even a single face. The whole thing was a blur of booze and coke and more booze, followed by a few more reviving lines of coke,
  plus pills and joints . . . until he found himself in this place, trussed up and suspended from hooks and pulleys like a carcass in the slaughterhouse. Who the hell did he have to fuck to get a
  drink around here? Not that he was going to be able to fuck anybody in his present state. Which boded badly for a drink.

  The doctor looked on, arms folded patiently, waiting for whatever dialogue Tom was having with himself to come to an end. When he saw Tom’s gaze flicker up to meet his own once more, he
  delivered his final warning. ‘You’re going to recover physically. I told you it’s a miracle that you’re alive. It’s also a miracle that you’ve done yourself no
  permanent damage – at least not yet. You still have a chance. It’s up to you.’

  Once again Tom tried to speak, but managed only an angry grunt. What he had wanted to ask this fresh-faced prig in front of him was whether he’d been born sounding like a summer camp
  religious counsellor, or whether he’d taken a course in that crap along with anatomy and pathology?

  ‘Try to get some rest,’ the doctor said. ‘It’ll be a while before you can talk, but we’ll fix you up with a pad and a pencil soon as we can. Is there anything you
  have to tell me right now? Anything you need? Give me one blink for yes, two for no.’

  Tom thought for a moment. Of course there was something he needed; a large vodka with ice and a line of coke would do nicely. But he knew he wasn’t going to get that, so he blinked twice
  in the simple hope of being left alone.

  As though reading Tom’s thoughts, the doctor nodded his acknowledgement, said, ‘I’ll see you later,’ and left.

  Tom lay paralysed, beginning to feel his body itch and ache, and wondered how long this could go on before he went mad.
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  The drugs helped, of course – painkillers mostly, powerful enough to take the edge off going cold turkey. Perhaps they slipped him something else to get him through it;
  he didn’t ask, just waited impatiently for the dispensary nurse to make her twice-daily rounds with the little paper cup of pills and capsules that made his life in that place tolerable.

  But as his physical injuries healed, they started decreasing the dosage. The young doctor, whose name Tom knew by then was Richard Pierce, was perfectly aware of the effect this was having.

  ‘No, absolutely not, I’m sorry,’ he answered in response to Tom’s urgent pleas for increased medication. ‘I’m here to get you well and back on your feet, and
  that’s all I’m promising. The rest of your problems you’re going to have to take care of yourself. There’s an open meeting of AA held in this hospital three times a week. Go
  and check it out – right now, in your wheelchair.’

  Tom muttered some angrily dismissive response. He gave short shrift to the well-meaning hospital chaplain who stopped by to talk with him, and was needlessly offensive to the psychiatric
  counsellor who asked if there was anything she could help him with. In a perverse way, he was convinced that the more unloved he made himself amongst the people caring for him, the sooner they
  would make an effort to discharge him and let him get on with his life.

  His life. What was it worth, his life? There was not one person in the world who would be grieving now if he had died in that ditch. Nor was there one person whose presence in the world made him
  positively want to go on living. He could not envision a future worth striving for, nor did he deceive himself that he could ever return to those heady days of a decade or so back when life’s
  possibilities had seemed endless. With a brilliant degree in journalism and political science, and membership of Phi Beta Kappa, all doors had been open to him. Banking, the media, politics –
  all beckoned. Perversely, and perhaps fatally, he had chosen to ignore those heady opportunities and to take a shot at his undergraduate dream of making films. It was now or never, he told himself.
  If he failed, he could always fall back on something in the ‘straight’ world.

  To begin with, the compromises he made were so small he almost didn’t notice them. Besides, what was wrong with advertising and PR work? You learned your craft that way. A lot of great
  directors had started like that.

  Some, however, stayed there. Tom, after five years, was proving to be one of them.

  To a casual observer he was a big success. He was working hard and earning large amounts of money – far in excess of most of his college contemporaries. But in his heart he knew he was
  going nowhere. Perhaps that was why the drinking got such a hold on him, and then the drugs. But drink and drugs came with the job; they were part of that world, everybody did them. He could handle
  it, Tom told himself and anyone who asked. But soon it was handling him. He started doing bad work, and then the offers started drying up.

  As his money dwindled, he got occasional freelance work to keep himself afloat, but he achieved little and was paid less. Even before this last episode he was close to broke and living way
  beyond his means. Now he didn’t even have the courage to call his bank to find out how bad the damage was. Luckily his health insurance hadn’t lapsed and would see him through his
  hospitalization. But after that he would be on his own in every way, a burnt-out case with a great future behind him.

  The depression he entered in that painfully uncomfortable orthopaedic bed gradually darkened into an all-pervading anger with the world and himself for being part of it. There was a black hole
  at the centre of his life, something into which all the promise he had once shown, all the talent he had squandered, had vanished for ever. Now, he decided, he would vanish into it himself. It was
  the only thing to do. The ultimate implosion.

  He had noticed the ‘Staff Only’ elevator from his wheelchair on the way to physiotherapy every afternoon. It was wide enough to take a stretcher or even a whole bed, and he could see
  from the indicator above the doors that it ran from the basement to the summit of the building. Oddly, he only ever saw it in use once. He asked the nurse pushing his chair about it, and learned
  that there was a more convenient central bank of elevators in the new wing of the building. It was all Tom needed to know. This was the chance he had been looking for – heavensent, he thought
  with bleak amusement.

  A week later, he was able to make the journey to physiotherapy alone on a walking frame, and was encouraged to do so. He decided he would wait a while longer to explore the elevator, until he
  had the strength to deal with whatever obstacles he might encounter on the upper level. There could be steps, locked doors or windows, parapets. When the time came, he would be ready, prepared in
  mind and body. It was surprising how the fact of having a goal in life, even if that goal was self-destruction, made all the frustrations and discomforts he was subject to more bearable. The
  knowledge that he had made his decision brought him an extraordinary peace of mind.

  Ten days later he had swapped his walking frame for two light alloy crutches. His muscular strength was returning and he was starting to move around almost nimbly. He decided it was time. Late
  one afternoon, which he had noticed was one of the quieter times in the hospital’s routine, he checked the corridor in both directions, and pressed the call button. He waited, trying to blend
  innocently into his surroundings, as hidden machinery whirred and eventually the wide doors parted. He got in quickly and pressed the top button, willing it to respond before anyone came around the
  corner and spotted him. As the doors came together with a soft shuddering motion, he heaved a sigh of relief and realized he had been holding his breath.

  The elevator rose smoothly, without stopping, and opened onto a narrow corridor. It was deserted, but he had the impression that this was the usual state of affairs up here. There were no
  distant sounds of ringing phones or voices, no echoing footsteps, no impression of life going busily on around corners or beyond the few closed doors he could see, and which he guessed were
  probably storage rooms.

  He walked a few yards until he reached an intersection where identical corridors split off in opposite directions. He carried straight on until he reached the next corner, where he saw what he
  was looking for. To his left, three steps led up to a reinforced-glass partition beyond which he could see an expanse of blue-grey cloudy sky. There was a door in the partition, and he mounted the
  steps praying that it would be open. He shook the handle; it didn’t budge. He was cursing softly and looking around for another way, when he saw a key protruding from the lock in front of
  him. He turned it, and the door opened effortlessly.

  His first instinct on the far side was to fill his lungs with fresh air for the first time in weeks. He had forgotten how different it smelt and tasted from the atmosphere inside. But it was
  only a momentary response; he reminded himself that he was not up there to feel good about life, but to end it.

  He looked around. The flat surface of the roof was dotted with ventilation ducts and larger structures housing elevator and air-conditioning machinery. Beyond all that he could see a parapet of
  brick, topped with flat concrete flagstones, no more than two feet high. He hobbled over to it, dropped to his knees, and peered down.

  Below him lay the parking lot. Two cars had just pulled out, leaving him with an oil-stained hard surface that would annihilate him on impact. It was perfect. Luck was on his side this
  afternoon.

  It took him a moment to realize he was hesitating. And several more to realize why. First of all, he had the odd impression that something had changed, stealthily and silently, without his
  noticing, while his attention was elsewhere. Something had changed, but what?

  Something in him? Or something around him?

  Was it possible that, having got right down to the wire, as it were, he had discovered that he didn’t really want to die? That his despair was an illusion?

  He thought for some moments before he identified where this strange new feeling was coming from – the same place at the back of his mind as his decision to end it all. But this
  wasn’t a decision. It was a need. He wanted something badly, something more than death.

  He realized what it was. He wanted a drink.

  The fact was, he wanted a drink more than he wanted to die.
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  ‘My name is Tom. I’m an alcoholic.’

  ‘Welcome, Tom. Good to have you with us.’

  It was the open AA meeting that Dr Pierce had told him about. He had found the initial confession, ‘I am an alcoholic,’ amazingly easy to get out, almost as though he had been
  wanting to say those words, without knowing it, for a long time. They were four words that changed him, and changed the world he lived in.

  What most surprised him was the warmth of the group, and the welcome they offered him. They were men and women of various ages and from obviously different walks of life, from executives to
  artists to blue-collar workers. They didn’t ask questions or want anything from him, not even his second name. All they wanted was to hear his story, and have him listen to theirs.

  Some of those stories, he soon realized, had been told many times and were now polished performance pieces. Others were stumbling, inarticulate attempts to express painfully won self-knowledge.
  Everyone was listened to with the same thoughtful respect, and everyone was thanked with the same warmth for his or her contribution.

  Throughout the remaining period of his physical recovery, Tom went to these meetings several times a week. He gained in strength and confidence and clarity of mind. But the real change had taken
  place on that first day. He changed, he realized, because he had wanted to. There was no other way.

  Then, one day, something happened that would alter all the days that came after it. He was on his way back from a physiotherapy session, walking down a hospital corridor with the help of a cane.
  The sun was streaming in through tall windows and reflecting off the white walls and polished floor. It gave a shimmering quality to the figure walking towards him, like a form taking shape as it
  stepped out of a mirage. At first he supposed it was a nurse, then he saw that she was wearing not a uniform but a cotton dress and simple flat-heeled pumps. She had a dancer’s walk, light
  and fluid, yet every step was firmly connected with the ground. As she came closer he could see that her dark blonde hair was drawn back in a ponytail, which emphasized the almost perfect symmetry
  of her features. She had a strong jaw, a generous mouth, and green eyes that seemed to pull you into an orbit of their own once they fixed on yours. He must have been staring at her, from the way
  she turned her frank gaze back on him. It was a moment before her mouth opened with the surprise of recognition.

  ‘Tom Freeman! What are you doing here?’

  ‘I was about to ask you the same thing.’

  They had stopped, facing each other, people hurrying past them in both directions.

  ‘I was just visiting my cousin,’ she said. ‘She’s been having her wisdom teeth out.’

  ‘You live here? In Albany?’

  ‘About twenty miles away. A little place by the river. Saracen Springs. And you?’

  ‘Oh, I was just passing through.’

  She looked at his cane, and took in the painful stiffness of his body. ‘What happened to you? Did you have an accident?’

  ‘Yes,’ he said, his mouth twisting into a wry smile, ‘rather a long one.’

  ‘Tell me.’

  ‘D’you have time for a cup of coffee?’ he said.

  ‘Yes, of course.’

  They sat on lightweight aluminium chairs at a Formica-topped table in the hospital canteen. It was ten years since they had seen each other – a lot of time to cover.

  ‘I heard everywhere that you were doing fantastically well in advertising,’ she said. ‘Then suddenly nobody knew where you were or what you were doing.’

  ‘Well, now you know,’ he said, mentally noting that she had kept track of him, which was something he would never have expected. He and Clare Powell had been friends in college,
  though they had never dated. He had always been slightly intimidated by her – attracted by her beauty and her openness, but sensing a refinement and a reserve in her that made him nervous.
  Besides, she had been going out with someone else, a boy from an old Boston family. Old money, Tom always thought, would suit her better than any other kind.

  ‘You married Jack, didn’t you?’ he asked, noticing that she wore no wedding ring.

  She glanced down, as though following his thoughts, to her unadorned finger. ‘Yes,’ she said, a note of self-consciousness creeping into her voice. ‘We divorced three years
  ago. It was all quite civilized, we just went our separate ways.’

  ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, telling himself at once he was a hypocrite. ‘Any kids?’

  She shook her head. ‘I think we both suspected on some level that it might not work. We were too young. Anyway,’ she shrugged, ‘no children. You?’

  ‘Kids? No – I haven’t even been married.’

  She gave that little flashing smile of hers that had always made his heart beat faster. That smile, he used to tell himself, was something she bestowed on everybody. It was just part of the way
  she was with people, so he had no reason to feel special when she turned it on him. But now here he was, alone with her in these drab, colourless surroundings, and that smile was making him feel
  very special indeed.

  ‘Ah, yes,’ she said, ‘you always were the dashing bachelor.’

  He blinked a couple of times, meeting her gaze but feeling awkward and a little stupid, the way she always used to make him feel. ‘Dashing’? Was she making fun of him? Or flattering
  him? Flirting with him, even? He cleared his throat, shifting his position to reduce the pins and needles in his left leg.

  ‘More like crashing,’ he said, with a self-deprecating laugh, ‘as in crash and burn.’ He wanted to get this out of the way. He wanted to make sure that this lovely and
  desirable young woman knew the kind of mess he had made of his life. ‘They tell me I’m lucky to be alive,’ he said. Then, still looking at her, he added, ‘I’m
  beginning to agree with them.’

  The look between them extended, and became a kind of understanding.

  ‘I always thought you’d have to burn out a little before you really hit your stride,’ she said.

  ‘You did?’

  She nodded.

  ‘Well,’ he said, and again let the silence lengthen until they were both quite sure what was going on between them, ‘who’d have thought it?’
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  After the break-up of her marriage, Clare had left New York and travelled in Europe for six months. Then she returned to rent a small house in Saracen Springs, because it was a
  place where she had been happy for an important part of her childhood: when she was seven, her father, who taught political science, had taken up a post at Albany University. Ten years later he had
  been appointed to a full professorship in California, and they had moved again. But she had kept some good friends from those early years, and was currently working for one of them in a business
  consultancy he had set up. Clare specialized in small-firm start-ups, many of them the second and third generation of dot.coms keen to benefit from the painful lessons learned by the first
  generation of dot.bombs.

  The more he thought about it, the more amazing Tom felt was the coincidence that had brought them both to this place at this time.

  Sometimes, though, he found himself giving way to a superstitious fear that it was all too good to be true, that he had been far luckier than he deserved and he would be made to pay somehow. But
  he quickly banished such negativity as simply an echo of the bad days. He could never go back to being who he was. He was a different man now.

  Tom and Clare were married as soon as he was able to remain upright for the brief ceremony without the use of a cane. Her parents flew in for the event, plus her sister, a portrait painter who
  lived on Cape Cod, and her brother who was a doctor in Miami and came with his wife and three young children. Tom enjoyed the feel of having a family around him, since he had none of his own. He
  was an only child, and his parents were divorced by the time he went to college. His mother had since died; and his father, a marketing executive for a soft drinks conglomerate, was remarried with
  a new family and living in Asia.

  The newly married couple moved into Clare’s rented house, which was fine for the two of them though not big enough to start the family they both wanted. But the most important thing for
  the time being was to get Tom’s career jump-started. He put out feelers to old friends in the advertising business, and got a sympathetic hearing but not much else. The fact was, he knew
  perfectly well, they saw him as yesterday’s man.

  Undeterred, he tried other avenues. With Clare’s help he put together a prospectus for a company of his own and they started looking for investors. Then he had a brainwave. He saw that an
  old friend of his, a promoter in the music business, was putting out tours of old rock bands that appealed both to the nostalgia market and to a surprising number of kids. He made a call and was
  given permission to go along with a couple of them, just himself with a video camera.

  Travelling for weeks at a time with a bunch of hardened rockers was an experience designed, as he and Clare had foreseen, to put anybody’s dedication to sobriety beyond a casual test. Tom
  came through not only without a slip but without a moment’s temptation. The first week on the road he checked out a couple of local AA meetings, but more out of habit than need. After that,
  he didn’t bother.

  The footage he got was sensational, and the result was a documentary that got invited to Sundance, started picking up prizes, and was sold to television throughout the world. He also started
  getting calls from companies that wanted to be in business with him.

  Although he wasn’t making the kind of money he had once made in advertising, he was enjoying his work and life a lot more. He and Clare took out a mortgage on a beautiful colonial-style
  white clapboard house on a leafy avenue. Besides, money went a lot further in Saracen Springs than it did in Manhattan, to which he commuted several times a month for meetings.

  They had barely got the carpets down and the curtains in place when Clare announced, to their mutual delight, that she was pregnant.
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  Julia Katharine Freeman weighed in at six pounds twelve ounces. Because she was the first child of a woman over thirty, her parents had taken their doctor’s advice and
  had all the tests available. Aside from being reassured that their baby was healthy, it meant they had not needed to waste time thinking about boys’ names when they knew for sure they were
  having a girl.

  The first time Tom and Clare brought their daughter home, she seemed to positively gurgle her approval of the light, brightly painted room they had prepared for her overlooking the leafy
  garden.

  ‘I think we got it right,’ Tom said, watching her happily batting a small hand at the delicate mobile suspended over her cot.

  ‘I think we did,’ said Clare, catching his eye with a smile.

  Throughout the following weeks and months, Julia did her share of screaming through the night, catching small infections, and giving her first-time parents one or two stomach-churning scares.
  The worst was when she crawled into a linen cupboard and fell asleep, leaving them frantically searching the house for what seemed a lifetime but in fact was a little under twelve minutes.

  Making friends between baby and household pets was one of the subjects they had read up on. The best advice, endorsed by friends who had tried it, was to place the child on a rug with the pet or
  pets in question, and let them get on with introducing themselves to each other – while, of course, keeping a careful watch to make sure things didn’t get out of hand. But both Sam,
  their black Labrador, and Turk, their Siamese cat, seemed delighted by this new addition to the family. Turk initially tried to feign lofty indifference, but soon began to purr with satisfaction as
  the small pink hands learnt how to pat and stroke him without poking him in the eye or pulling his whiskers too hard.

  Clare had continued working through almost the full term of her pregnancy. She had planned on taking at least a year off to look after Julia full time; then, perhaps with the help of a nanny,
  she thought she might ease herself back into work, much of which she could anyway do from home. But that was a decision she would make later.

  She had still not gone back even to part-time work by the time Julia had her second birthday, which was around the time she started to talk. Her first word out of nowhere one morning was
  ‘melon’. Why she should have made that choice baffled and amused them both. They weren’t even sure that she’d ever seen a melon, let alone tasted one.

  ‘I don’t believe she said the word at all,’ Clare maintained. ‘It was just a baby noise, like poo-poo or coo-coo.’

  ‘No, she was really making an effort,’ Tom insisted. ‘It was something she was trying to say.’

  ‘OK, so let’s see if she says it again. Come on, sweetie, talk to Mommy and Daddy. This is Mommy . . . this is Daddy . . .’ The three of them were sitting cross-legged on the
  floor of Julia’s room one Sunday before breakfast, with old Sam sitting off to one side, his tongue lolling out of his mouth, observing the ritual with genial curiosity.

  ‘Mommy . . . Julia . . . Daddy . . . Mommy . . . Julia . . .’

  Both Tom and Clare repeated this mantra several times, tapping each other or Julia herself on the chest to demonstrate which name applied to whom. The child watched with bright-eyed interest as
  first her father’s finger, then her mother’s, moved around their little triangle. She quickly caught on to the idea that they wanted her to repeat what they were saying. And so she
  tried.

  ‘Mom-ma . . . Dad-da . . . Mom-ma . . . Da-da . . . Mom-ma . . .’

  Clare let out a squeal of delight and swept the child into her arms. ‘She did it! She’s talking! Oh, aren’t you a clever little girl! You’re talking!’

  They continued with the exercise, wanting to be sure that this wasn’t just some fluke but that Julia really had grasped the idea of what communicating in words was all about. Certainly, it
  was clear that she had got the hang of Mommy and Daddy; what she had more difficulty with was her own name.

  Clare repeated, ‘Mommy . . . Daddy . . .Julia . . .’

  ‘Mom-ma . . . Da-da . . .’

  ‘Julia,’ Tom finished for her when she stopped yet again, unable to go further. He tapped her softly on the chest several times to emphasize that this little person right there was
  Julia.

  She seemed to understand. She fixed him with an intense wide-eyed gaze, then copied his gesture, tapping herself on the chest.

  ‘Mel-on-ee,’ she said.

  Tom and Clare looked at each other, more amused than anything else. ‘Does she know any Melanie?’ he asked.

  Clare shook her head. ‘I don’t think so.’

  ‘Julia,’ Tom repeated, turning his attention back to his baby daughter. ‘Mommy . . . Daddy . . . Julia.’

  The child frowned. This was starting to confuse her.

  ‘Mom-ma, Dad-da,’ she said, more firmly than before, waving an arm at each of them in turn to make absolutely clear that she had got the point they were trying to make. Then she hit
  herself on the chest with an open hand, and repeated, ‘Mel-on-ee.’

  This time their smiles, Clare’s and Tom’s when they looked at each other, were replaced by mild concern. Was there something wrong with the child’s hearing?

  Clare said, ‘She got “Mommy” and “Daddy” all right. Maybe she just can’t say “Julia” yet.’

  ‘Then how come she can say “Melonee”, or “Melanie”, or whatever it is?’

  Clare thought a moment. ‘Maybe it’s Susan,’ she said. Susan was the girl who babysat for them once or twice a week. She was the fifteen-year-old daughter of a neighbour, smart
  and totally reliable.

  ‘You mean Susan calls her Melanie?’

  Clare shrugged. ‘Maybe Susan’s got a friend called Melanie. Maybe she’s heard them talking on the phone and made the wrong association. I don’t know. I’ll ask
  Susan. It must be something like that.’

  They looked at their daughter, and she looked back at them, her face reflecting the puzzlement she saw.

  ‘Julia,’ Clare repeated softly, but with an undertone of quiet urgency, resting her hands lightly on the child’s tiny shoulders.

  ‘Julia,’ Tom echoed as she turned to look up at him, searching his face for confirmation of what her mother was trying to tell her. ‘Julia.’

  She looked back at her mother, then back at Tom. Abruptly, her face lit up with one of those dazzling infant smiles of recognition where all doubt is swept aside and everything is suddenly right
  with the world.

  ‘Joo-ya,’ she said, swinging her arms and clapping her chubby hands in front of her. ‘Joo-ya.’
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  He could not remember where or when he’d had that first drink. As every alcoholic knows, the first drink is the only one that counts. The others just follow on, drink
  after drink, with no end in sight. It’s part oft the disease: a pattern. If for some reason you forget where it leads, that first drink, you start again . . . and pretty soon you find
  out.

  Of course, Tom knew perfectly well that you don’t really forget. What you do is push the memory down into your subconscious and slam the lid. And suddenly the lid becomes a bar
  stool.

  Which was why, however many drinks later, he found himself stumbling through a tangle of undergrowth and wild grass, falling on the muddy earth, picking himself up and struggling on. Up
  ahead of him the ground rose towards a few straggling bushes that seemed to mark the limit of what might once have been a garden. All he could see beyond that was a cold slate-grey sky.

  He made an effort to clear his befuddled brain and recall where he was and how he got there. But his mind remained resolutely blank. He could remember nothing of the last few hours. Or was
  it more than hours? Days, even?

  He looked back in the direction he had come from – and for the first time saw the house. It sat, like an exposed tooth in a well-worn gum, on the far edge of the hollow he was
  struggling to climb out of It looked abandoned, not quite a ruin, but with its windows broken or boarded up and tiles missing from the roof There was a strange tower at one corner, like an
  imitation-Gothic castle.

  What was that place? Why did he have to get away from it as though his life depended on it? He knew that something had happened in there. Was it something he had done? Or something done to
  him? His mind was blank, all memory wiped out by shame or shock, or fear of discovery . . .

  The sound of a car passing by was so close that it startled him. Instinctively he flung himself to the ground. He heard the hum of tyres on a slightly damp road, but could see nothing. It
  was followed by the sound of a heavier vehicle, a truck maybe. He figured that the road must be just beyond the crest of weed-choked trees and bushes up ahead.

  He knew he had to get away from there unseen, which meant he must be careful of that road. But why was he so afraid? What was he running from? Why couldn’t he remember?

  He looked up at the sky again. The clouds were low and a pale light was slanting from the horizon. It could not be long after dawn, which meant he must have spent the night, or part of it,
  inside that house, on the far side of the half-rotten door that he could see swinging in the light breeze on its hinges.

  What had happened in there? What had he done?

  The thought of going back to find out filled him with a terror so overwhelming that it made him almost physically sick. He staggered on, not caring as foliage and branches scratched his face
  and hands and tore his clothes. He fought his way through until he reached the road, which was deserted now. He started down it, only half-consciously taking in the bleak post-urban sprawl of empty
  warehouses and crumbling factories with their smokeless chimneys stabbing skywards. This was not a place where people lived or worked any more, just passed through on their way to somewhere
  else.

  Still he felt afraid of being seen, so he continued to run, possessed only by the insane thought that if he ran fast and far enough, he would become invisible . . .

  He must have blacked out at some point, because the next thing he remembered was opening his eyes and finding himself in a darkened room. He sat up sharply, disoriented, his
  heart beating fast. Then he saw the familiar red figures of the digital clock beside his bed. They read 3:30 a.m. But how did he get there? How long had he been there? It was not possible that the
  horror he had just lived through had been a dream.

  Instinctively he turned in search of Clare’s sleeping form, but her side of the bed was empty. Where was she? What had happened to her? Had she been part of what he had been running from?
  Had he left her behind in that terrifying house?

  There was a sound, a soft footfall. He turned, and saw her standing in the door, a robe loosely tied at her waist.

  ‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘I tried not to wake you.’

  He absorbed the sight of her with a mixture of relief and fear. ‘What happened . . . ?’

  ‘Julia was crying. She’s sleeping now.’

  ‘I mean . . . How did I get here?’

  She looked puzzled. ‘What d’you mean? You were asleep.’

  ‘No, I . . . I wasn’t . . . I was . . .’

  He swung his feet to the floor and stood up, feeling none of the sharp knife-thrust of pain that he might have expected after soaking his brain in alcohol the way he must have done. His thoughts
  were clear, his hands and vision steady.

  ‘Tom, what are you doing?’

  He was picking up his shirt and jeans from the armchair in the corner where he sometimes left them. There was no caked or drying mud on them. Nor on any of his jackets when he opened the closet
  where they hung. His shoes sat in neat rows on the angled ledge below. What had he done with those torn and filthy things he had been wearing?

  ‘Tom?’

  She came up behind him, and he turned. ‘I don’t understand. I was running through this overgrown garden, through mud and dirt . . .’

  ‘Darling, you were dreaming.’

  ‘No, it was real . . . I was running from this house . . .’

  ‘This house?’

  ‘No – a house I’d never seen before. Something had happened there, but I don’t know what it was. I just knew I had to get away.’

  ‘It was just a nightmare. Come back to bed.’

  ‘Not just a nightmare. I . . . I’d been drinking.’

  ‘Oh . . . one of those.’ Her robe fell open as she slipped her arms around him and pressed the soft warmth of her body against his. ‘You told me you still dream about it
  sometimes, but the nice thing is you wake up sober, no hangover. Look at you – you’re fine.’

  ‘It was just so . . . frighteningly real.’

  ‘Come back to bed.’

  She led him by the hand, pausing only to let her robe fall to the floor. ‘You and Julia both,’ she said as they slipped beneath the covers. ‘Bad dreams, that’s
  all.’

  He held her close, saying nothing.
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  Next time Susan came over to babysit, Clare asked her about Melanie. But the teenager knew nobody of that name; nor, so far as she remembered, had she ever used the name around
  Julia. But as Julia never mentioned it again, and was quite happy to respond to her own name instead of insisting she was someone else, Tom and Clare forgot about the whole thing.

  For almost a year.

  Tom was in New York for a meeting at WNET, the public broadcasting station. They liked a proposal he had put to them for a series of interviews with artists – writers, painters, composers
  – about where they’d grown up. The department heads he had come to see agreed that it could ‘have legs’ and gave him an order for six programmes. As he was leaving the sleek
  black building on West 33rd Street that houses WNET, his cellphone rang. It was Clare.

  ‘Darling, you’re not still in your meeting, are you?’

  ‘No, I’m heading for the station. What’s up?’

  ‘It’s not serious, but Julia’s in the hospital.’

  He stopped walking. Someone bumped into him and cursed angrily, but he paid no attention.

  ‘What happened?’

  ‘They’re not sure if it’s an allergy or something she ate. She was nauseous and running a fever. Linda rang me and I came right home.’ Linda was the nanny they had hired
  when Clare had resumed part-time work three months earlier.

  ‘But she’s in the hospital?’

  ‘They want to keep her under observation overnight.’

  Tom was walking again, the phone pressed to his ear. He could tell from Clare’s voice that there was something she wasn’t saying.

  ‘Are they sure it’s not serious?’

  ‘Quite sure. She’s upset, that’s all.’

  ‘How d’you mean, upset?’

  He heard her hesitate. ‘She was a little . . . confused.’

  ‘Confused how? What d’you mean?’

  ‘She didn’t know who I was. She kept saying she wanted her mommy. She didn’t know me.’

  Without noticing it, Tom had started walking briskly along 33rd towards Eighth. Now he started to run. He turned left, heading north, and flagged down a cab. He told the driver to get him to
  Grand Central as fast as he could. He was supposed to have lunch with a publisher who wanted to put out the artist interviews in book form if he swung the TV deal, but he would call him and
  explain.

  When he reached the station he found there was a train in twenty minutes. As he waited, he left a message with the publisher’s assistant, then called Clare back.

  ‘Can you talk?’

  ‘Yes. I’m with her, but she’s asleep. Wait a minute, I’m just going out of the room . . .’

  ‘Is Bella there?’ he asked. Bella Warne was Julia’s regular paediatrician.

  ‘She was. She’s coming back later when they get a second lot of test results.’

  ‘What did she say?’

  ‘Only that she could rule out the worst things, like meningitis, or some virus that attacks the nervous system. There’s no sign of motor or brain impairment.’

  ‘But she didn’t know you. You said Julia didn’t know you.’

  ‘At first. It was only for about a minute. I think it was the fever. It was alarming, that’s all.’

  He saw that the gate had opened and passengers were starting to file down to the platform. He followed them, telling Clare that he would go straight to the hospital from the station, but she
  should call him before then if there was any news.

  His phone didn’t ring for the next hour. Nor did it ring on the fifteen-minute drive from the parking lot where he’d left his car to the Charles A. Martin Memorial Hospital on
  Bingham Road. A nurse at reception gave him directions, and when the elevator doors didn’t open immediately, he took the stairs two at a time to the children’s floor.

  Julia was awake now. She looked pale and subdued, but otherwise normal. She greeted him with an enthusiastic ‘Daddy!’ and gave him her usual kiss and hug.

  He had made eye contact with Clare the moment he entered. A flash of mutual reassurance passed between them. Nothing new had happened, but he could tell from the way she took his hand how glad
  she was to have him there. She had been badly shaken.

  ‘Now, young lady,’ he said, sitting down, ‘what are you doing in bed at this time of day?’

  Julia seemed remarkably calm, almost passive. ‘Have they given her anything?’ he asked Clare.

  ‘No tranquillizers. Something to get the fever down, that’s all. Her temperature’s normal now.’

  ‘Daddy, look . . . !’

  She pointed to a round Band Aid on her arm, obviously where a hypodermic had been inserted.

  ‘Just to take a blood sample,’ Clare said, and squeezed Julia’s hand. ‘You were very brave, weren’t you, darling?’

  ‘It hurt.’

  After that, they mostly tried to make jokes, doing everything they could think of to make the child laugh. Clare had told her simply that she must have eaten something that had made her sick,
  and the doctors wanted to find out what it was so that she wouldn’t do it again. She seemed quite unconcerned by the prospect of having to stay there overnight, though that was partly because
  her mummy would be staying with her.

  They waited till a nurse came in to check her temperature again before stepping outside to talk. They had already agreed that Tom would stay there for the rest of the afternoon while Clare
  returned to the office to clear up a couple of things.

  ‘It’s my fault,’ she said as soon as they were alone. ‘I have to stop working.’

  ‘Why? How is this your fault?’

  ‘That thing about wanting her mommy, and me not being her mommy . . .’

  ‘Oh, come on . . .’

  ‘I’m serious. I think she felt I’d deserted her. I’m not her mommy any more, not the way she wants.’

  ‘Are you saying she got sick and ran a fever because you went back to work?’

  ‘Maybe it’s psychosomatic.’

  ‘And her not knowing you was just an act?’

  ‘I don’t know. How could a child of that age . . . ?’

  She gave a sigh of deep weariness, almost despair. Tom took her in his arms.

  ‘Look, she’s fine now. You can see that, can’t you?’

  ‘Yes, but . . .’

  ‘But nothing. Let’s not do anything hasty – all right?’

  After a moment she said, All right. It’s just that . . .’

  Her voice shook. She was close to tears.

  ‘Tell me.’

  ‘She was screaming. It was one of the nurses who calmed her down. I didn’t know what to do. I’ve never felt so terrified and helpless in my life. I just backed away till I felt
  myself pressing against the wall. Then suddenly she calmed down. The nurse pointed at me and said, “You know who this is, don’t you?” She just looked at me for a long time, then
  said, “Mommy”’

  ‘So?’

  ‘It’s just this feeling I had . . .’

  ‘What feeling?’

  Clare turned her eyes up to his, searching for a sign that he understood what she was telling him.

  ‘That she didn’t mean it. She was just saying it to please me.’
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  In the two hours he was alone with her, Tom tried everything he could think of to draw the story out of Julia from her point of view. He got nothing more than a bare statement
  of the facts.

  ‘I felt sick. My tummy hurt.’

  ‘Then what happened?’

  ‘We went to the hospital.’

  ‘Who did you go with?’

  ‘With Linda.’

  ‘Was Mommy there?’
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