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         ‘SHHH–––

         Listen!

         Do you hear that?

         The wind is starting to whisper …

         Do you know what’s special about today?

         It’s the first day of Ghost Month.

         This is when things change.

         Perhaps you’ve already noticed little things, strange details.

         A shadow not attached to anything.

         A face in a window which might be a trick of the light.

         A feeling someone’s behind you when no one is there.

         The dead are coming back.

         They come at dusk today.

         Sometimes it’s a good haunting –

         ghosts visiting their families and loved ones.

         Sometimes it’s a bad haunting –

         ghosts visiting those who did them wrong.

         These ghosts can look all sorts of ways.

         They might look more or less like they did in life.

         Or as they did the moment they died.

         Or – this is not so nice – like they’ve been dead some time.

         It’s OK if you are afraid … 4

         Who here is afraid?’

         All the children raised their hands. September sun filtered through the blinds, picking out little frowns, Year 5 faces scrunched with worry.

         Jane thought her class seemed younger today. Their pictures on the walls – monsters, coffins, families with rigid smiles (last week she’d asked them to draw their feelings) – looked more naive, the figures more stick-like, the colours less fixed within the lines.

         ‘Don’t be afraid.’ She tried to sound fearless and confident. ‘None of you has done these ghosts wrong, have you? None of you has anything to hide. So you have nothing to fear.’ Whether she believed this didn’t matter; it was one of those things you said to others.

         The children lowered their hands and looked unsure. Eddie Adeyemi stared out of the window in a daze. One to watch, that boy. His records mentioned a recent death in the family.

         ‘Any questions?’

         A little hand went up. ‘Is this still English class, Miss?’

         ‘It is, Tommy. I just wanted to warn you.’

         Tommy’s hand rose again. ‘I heard fire scares them off, Miss. Is that true?’

         ‘I don’t think anything scares them off.’

         All the watching eyes widened.

         ‘Now, they get called many names,’ Jane continued. ‘I’ll say some so you know. People talk about phantoms, spirits, ghouls, poltergeists, phantasms, spooks, spectres, shades … 5Those all mean “ghosts”, OK? And they have newer names too: lost souls, old friends, visitors – if someone talks about friends or visitors this month they might mean the dead.’ Whatever people talked about this month, she thought, they were probably talking about the dead. ‘Or they might use other names like other-siders, lost ones, or intruders …’ She tried to think of a lighter name to end on. None came to her.

         
            *

         

         Late summer in London. A last rush of heat and light. The city in a perpetual haze: shimmering skyscrapers, trembling high-rises. People staggered about like sleepwalkers. Beneath the surface, though, everyone was alert for what was coming.

         Jane rode the Central Line at half past four, heading east from Shepherd’s Bush. Had rush hour once lasted a single hour? She could not recall such a time. The tube was packed. Passengers crammed in so tight you could poke out your tongue and lick the sweat from your neighbour’s cheek. Many looked exhausted, halfway to ghosts themselves. You just knew they’d come back wearing that miserable expression, that awful tie. Others looked smug, as if already congratulating themselves on how well-adjusted they were, how smoothly they’d navigate the next four weeks.

         She thought of her class. ‘Who is afraid?’ and all their hands rising. What an awful thing to put children through. She wasn’t sure they understood what was happening, if understanding was better or worse. She worried so much for them. But as the train carried her further from school 6her thoughts of the children faded, replaced with worries of her own.

         With each stop the train grew more crowded. Jane, mouth pursed, body tensed, tried to avoid all physical contact. At Marble Arch, she was pushed against a businessman reeking of booze and sweat, who made no attempt to keep his body away from hers. When a pocket of space opened up beside him at Bond Street, he stayed pressed close. Was he one of those perverts she’d heard about? She looked into his face but could glean nothing. (Lately she’d realised you could never really know anyone else.) If the man did something and she made it known, would her fellow passengers help? You shoved people of all ages and dispositions and levels of income and anger into a metal can in a hole in the ground and expected some faint social contract to hold everything in place. How tenuous, how horrifying, everything seemed.

         All the adverts in the carriage were for the season now upon them. Haunted? Take a break with Bliss – a brand of sedatives. At Greenways, a fast-food franchise announced, we know the value of family. That’s why there’s always seats for your deceased at our restaurants. Department stores offered reminders you could ruin this moment without their help. Investment firms were here for you. Hotel chains wanted it known they understood the complexities of grief, love and death.

         She squeezed out in a flood of people at Oxford Circus. Escalators carried her to street level, lifting her into the light. During this season, please take care when travelling, the tannoy intoned. The service can get very busy at peak times. Please 7respect others’ personal space. Ask yourself, does this person have substance? Might they be alive? Shock and misunderstandings are the primary causes of accidents on our network.

         Outside, the mood was hectic. Wherever you looked, wild motion. People pushed past with last-minute supplies. Shaven-headed Hari Krishnas drummed and chanted. Someone shoved a flyer into her hand for a grief group on Thursdays in Chinatown. Shopkeepers shouted their wares, every type of remedy, avoidance, cure. Practise safe hex! Hexes for exes! Don’t let a dead ex steal your lover’s heart! Tin-foil helmets so the ghosts can’t read your thoughts. Menthol sticks which, rubbed under the eye, simulate tears. Twenty pounds for a ghost-repelling gizmo suspiciously similar to a regular desk fan. Crosses. Amulets. Snake oil galore. The spiritual and the capital in rampant, excessive bloom. Masks of all types too – hide from the dead, hide from the living when you’re followed by dead you wished you weren’t. This season, the face covering of choice was the Japanese Noh mask: blank and expressionless, a condition to aspire to. Ancient and ‘other’ practices were deemed more effective than their Western equivalents.

         Jane pushed through, sickened by all this piggybacking on death. Everything was a deal, a business. Yet she was here for precisely such a purpose.

         She had a brisk, clipped way of moving. Which, combined with her short height and sharp features and clothes in various shades of brown, often made people think of a bird. A sparrow perhaps, or a finch. ‘You’re like a little bird,’ they’d say. And Jane would say, ‘Oh?’, as if she’d never heard such 8a thing in her life and weren’t they extraordinary for thinking of it. She was anxious to be liked. Anxious, these days, about a lot of things. Since Sandra left she’d started having heart palpitations. She was known to her GP. Each time, she thought of the coronary that killed her father.

         Huge crowds surrounded the street preachers, once all but ignored. ‘Five years since they started coming back!’ one told his listeners. ‘Five years since the shadow fell. Why now? What does it mean? It means damnation is upon us! The higher values are losing their value. Death does not mean death, life does not mean life.’ Nearby, another shouted, ‘You know who else died and returned? Exactly!’ A third spoke of the rewards the month could bring. When we understood the pain of others we learned so much about ourselves. Some in the crowd looked disappointed; they’d had other rewards in mind.

         An old man stood in the middle of the flow, inviting hugs from passers-by. ‘I love you. Happy haunting. I love you all …’ A rise in public acts of kindness – strangers smiling at each other, giving up seats to those in need – was also noticeable this time of year. Many subscribed to the primitive belief that acts of goodwill would protect them. Jane dodged the man’s embrace.

         Family Services was on a narrow side street of grim frontages. Roughly cut beige strips lined the hallway, an unsuccessful attempt to hide a grey carpet heavily stained. In the office, two women argued with a sole employee perched in a sort of cashier’s booth. Their voices were raised, 9approaching anger, though an anger that still allowed the possibility of resolution.

         ‘I come here every year,’ the first woman said.

         ‘I want a tall one this time,’ the other said.

         ‘Every year.’

         ‘You gave me a short one last time.’

         The pouting employee looked at Jane with that summer resentment common to all workers chained to a desk. ‘Name?’ she asked.

         ‘Jane Turner.’

         The name was fed into the computer.

         ‘What did you want? Male, female, other?’

         Jane dipped her head, ashamed to speak her wants, even ones so basic, in the company of strangers. ‘Male.’

         ‘I can’t find you on here. When did you book?’

         ‘I didn’t.’

         ‘You have to book for Ghost Month.’

         ‘She didn’t book,’ said the first woman.

         The second woman whistled.

         ‘You have to book.’ It was the employee’s favourite saying.

         ‘OK, but couldn’t you—’

         ‘Not if you didn’t book.’

         ‘Please, you have to give me something. My mother’s coming back.’

         ‘Everyone’s mother is coming back.’

         ‘Why do you think we’re here?’ said the first woman.

         ‘Yeah,’ said the second. ‘You don’t see us crying boo-hoo.’

         Jane scowled. Eleven months of the year these women 10probably lived their lives as they chose, only to go crazy every September renting mediocre husbands so their dead mothers would think better of them. Her scowl was sympathetic: they were the part of herself she hated.

         The women’s complaints resumed.

         ‘Is it too much to ask for a sense of humour with this one?’

         ‘I don’t care about a sense of humour. I want one I can trust with the silverware.’

         ‘Ladies, you will get the husbands you are given.’

         Jane grabbed the employee’s hands and spoke in a low, urgent voice. ‘Listen to me. I need a husband. Today. I don’t care what state he’s in. I do not care. I just need a shell of a human being in the shape of a man.’

         ‘Jesus,’ said the second woman.

         ‘Your desperation is showing, dear,’ said the first.

         The Family Services employee remained unmoved. It couldn’t be done. Supply issues: many of their substitutes were from the EU, so you see it was simply—

         ‘I don’t care,’ Jane interrupted. ‘Anything will do.’

         Seeing Jane would not take no for an answer, the employee relented. She could probably find something, but he wouldn’t be top drawer.

         ‘So don’t come running back here complaining,’ said the first customer, who had done nothing but complain.

         ‘He will not be top drawer,’ the employee repeated. ‘I cannot stress that enough. You’re sure you want this?’

         Was she sure? Was she going to try to please a dead woman who could not be pleased? One scheme justifying another, 11one lie leading to the next. (Her gravestone would read: Happy now, Mother?) She’d never felt the need for this level of pretence before, when Sandra was in the picture. But that was then and this was now.

         
            *

         

         Home was an ex-local authority flat between Ladbroke Grove and Shepherd’s Bush. Half the block remained council housing while half had been sold to private landlords. The estate lived with a foot in both worlds. Media professionals and web developers carried their bikes past grandmothers chatting on the stairs. A few of the old ladies were getting their washing in when Jane passed. Empty clothes were said to attract the dead. It was part of the advice for avoiding them. Never touch a dead person’s comb. Don’t take the last bus or train. Beware the cry of an owl, the rustle of leaves.

         Jane cleaned her little flat madly. Retrieved from the bedside drawer the framed photos of her mother and father. Dispatched several drowsy bluebottles with a rolled-up magazine. Threw out all junk food in case Mother’s spirit snooped about. Checked every condiment for mould. The butter she replaced with low-fat spread. This year she was thinking. Thinking was better than not thinking – though not, she thought bitterly, as good as not having to think. She covered up the quote on the fridge about how sometimes success is getting to the end of the day and saying I will try again tomorrow. She sent a text to Berenice, who would remain nameless as far as her mother was concerned, saying she was sick, the doctor had ordered tests, it might be 12a good idea not to meet for a while. Everything that might embarrass, she hid. The fungal infection cream, the black lace lingerie, the library book on how to achieve big goals. The vibrator she wrapped in tin foil, which it was said ghosts could not see through. She did not believe it, but had no better alternatives. One always hoped for sophistication, but up against it superstition won out every time. She spent a solid hour scrubbing the bathroom, catching frequent glimpses of herself in the cabinet mirror. Why had she cut her hair so short? Her mother would never forgive her.

         Halfway through hoovering, her sister rang. A picture of Angie appeared on the screen, both present and absent, a sort of ghost too.

         ‘I can’t talk long. I’m cleaning.’

         ‘Why do you bother?’ Angie’s flat was a permanent state. Whorls of dust and such. She maintained she wasn’t the hoovering type.

         ‘Aside from obvious reasons of hygiene?’

         ‘It’s not like she can nag you.’

         ‘She can look naggingly at me. I can’t stand that look.’

         ‘You’re taking this too seriously.’

         ‘Why doesn’t she haunt you? Why do I have to do this every year?’ Jane asked, though she suspected she knew the answer.

         ‘How d’you think I feel that she doesn’t visit me?’ Angie said.

         ‘I think you’re delighted.’

         ‘It’s true,’ Angie admitted. ‘But you’re her favourite, that’s something.’

         ‘Her favourite to criticise maybe.’ 13

         A memory of her mother brushing a cushion like she’d keep on until she brushed through the fabric itself, at which point it would have proved useless and flimsy.

         ‘Count yourself lucky,’ Angie said. ‘I have a month of my ex following me around and Peter looking like he wants to throw himself out the window.’

         ‘Two men fighting over you. Poor Busy.’ Angie’s pet name had come from her early pronunciation of ‘spaghetti’ as ‘buzzghetti’, which became ‘Buzzy’, then ‘Buzzy Boo’, then ‘Busy Bee’, and finally ‘Busy’. Whereas Jane had got ‘Janey’, like that would do.

         ‘It doesn’t count as a love triangle if one of them is dead.’

         ‘Who says?’

         ‘Oh please.’

         Outside under the sun’s glare the trees and street furniture looked heavy and ominous. In a neighbouring flat a television played to what looked like an empty room.

         Jane said, ‘I hate this month. Everyone stuck between past and present. Can’t forget. Can’t move on.’

         ‘Totally.’

         ‘Nothing heals anymore. Everything just piles up. One feeling on top of another.’

         Angie said, ‘Last night I dreamt Harry came back and he was furious. He said, “You got over me pretty easily, didn’t you?” And I said, “What did you expect me to do? Throw myself in your grave?”’

         For once Jane agreed with her sister. ‘It’s so self-interested.

         Coming back. Moping about.’ 14

         There was a pause as each considered the other’s self-interest, weighed up whether to mention it, and decided against it.

         ‘The dead should stay dead,’ Jane said.

         ‘You can’t say that. That’s very behind the times.’

         ‘Good. I don’t want to be with the times. I hate the times.’

         ‘Perhaps it won’t be so bad. First night’s always the worst. Those awful blank faces. Though I think they’re warming up more each time they come back … Last year I was definitely getting smiles from Harry.’

         Jane suspected this ‘warming-up’ was mostly people seeing what they wanted to see. ‘Maybe she’ll leave early this year,’ she said. ‘Remember how Mum was out of her seat the minute a play or a concert ended? Didn’t even clap.’

         A pause. Here it came: Angie was going to ask. Jane pictured the curl of her lips at the other end of the phone.

         ‘So, did you do it?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘You know. Rent-a-bloke. London Gigolo.’

         ‘They’re not escorts. There’s no sex.’

         ‘Oh my God, you didn’t! So what, is he staying overnight?’

         ‘I don’t have to explain this to you.’ But telling Angie it was none of her business only ever made things worse.

         ‘I’m sorry, it’s just so funny.’

         ‘Lots of people do it.’

         ‘Lots of people get back tattoos. Lots of people are idiots.’

         ‘Fine, I’m an idiot.’

         ‘Aren’t they expensive?’ Angie had to know everything. 15

         ‘I got a discount.’

         ‘Why? Does he only have one leg or something?’

         ‘I don’t think so.’

         ‘You don’t think so?’

         Instantly, Jane knew she’d made a mistake.

         ‘You bought him sight unseen? Oh my God! You have to bring your one-legged gigolo round, do you promise?’

         ‘I’m not promising anything.’

         ‘Why? You’ll be too wrapped in the throes of passion? Isn’t he a bit he for your tastes?’

         ‘I’m going now, Busy. Bye.’

         Jane dusted the clock on the mantelpiece. Watched the seconds turn, tick by tick; the progress of time across a face. Even in the tiny movements of the clock hands, life felt beyond control. All she could do was wait for the shadow to fall.
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         ‘Holy water,’ said Victor.

         ‘Nah,’ said Tommy.

         ‘Garlic.’

         ‘Pfff. That’s a whole lie, bruv.’

         ‘Mirrors though,’ said Victor. ‘They’re scared of their reflection.’

         ‘You’re scared of your reflection,’ said Tommy.

         ‘I’m not.’

         ‘You should be.’

         ‘Ahhh!’ said Eddie. ‘He got you there.’

         The three boys trudged slowly home from school, rucksacks loose on shoulders, shoes (identical bashed-up black Kickers) scuffing pavement. Victor and Tommy were eating chips from the chicken shop with blankets of ketchup. Eddie couldn’t eat chips like that. They looked like a crime scene.

         ‘Concrete,’ Victor said confidently. He walked between the other two, his feet-splayed swagger copied from the older boys. ‘You spray ’em with concrete and when it sets, pow! You break it with a hammer.’

         ‘How you gonna spray air with concrete? You are so dumb, man.’

         ‘I know things, bro.’ 17

         The boys were nine years old and had opinions. Victor carried an inhaler for his asthma (for his fatness, Tommy said), which he claimed got him high. He could grow hair on his top lip and had seen three real-life breasts (they all agreed ghost breasts didn’t count). Tommy, the smallest of the group, had five older brothers and sisters and had been abroad twice. One of his brothers had given him a bowie knife – that was a secret. They were Eddie’s best friends. Probably Tommy first, Victor second (Victor never shut up), though it varied.

         Victor said, ‘I know if you get cut up when they’re here – like surgery? – they can creep inside you.’

         Tommy looked unimpressed.

         ‘Also if you keep your mouth open too long.’

         ‘Shut up.’

         ‘Or they can haunt food, like a hotdog, and when you eat it they take over your body.’

         Tommy looked down at his chips and threw them in a bin.

         ‘Ahhh!’ cried Victor. ‘You’re shook!’

         ‘Shut up! You’re shook!’

         ‘I gotta go.’ Eddie peeled off with a little wave. The others were too busy arguing to notice.

         He took a left onto Manville Road, then once Tommy and Victor were out of sight another left onto Cartwright. He always took the long way home to avoid the launderette. It had been two hundred and seventy-eight days since Eddie went past the launderette.

         At the pavement’s edge he looked carefully both ways 18before crossing. Other kids bowled straight over these roads without a glance – Victor held his palm up to approaching cars like he was Moses holding back the sea – not Eddie Adeyemi. His mum would tan his hide. When his mum was cross, world watch out. Strangers cleared out the way. Moody shop assistants changed their tune quick. Oh a refund, did you say? His mum was the one who told him to stay away from the launderette or she’d ground him forever.

         He was glad to be alone. Tommy and Victor were his friends but still. Ghost gossip made him uncomfortable. Ghosts slithering through keyholes. Scuttling up the drains. Boil an egg in milk and leave it on the windowsill and the ghosts won’t come in. What did any of them know? He didn’t like how his classmates thought it was cool his brother might return from the dead. He wished he could bunk off the whole month, but as soon as he had that thought the image of his mum’s furious face arose and the idea was abandoned.

         Would she get cross though? These days it felt like she didn’t care what he did or where he went.

         His dad was at the sewing machine in the back of the shop. Usually Samuel sat in the front, peering intently at a cuff stitch or trouser seam. Then it was like he was a person in the world, a professional-level person who people came to and asked for things. But today he was at the back where the big dry-cleaning machines tumbled and whirred and the air was always full of that strange high chemical smell.

         ‘Hi, Dad.’

         His dad grunted and kept sewing. He had gone very quiet 19as the month drew near. What was he supposed to say, he would mumble if questioned, it was more than anyone could take, the heart was only human after all.

         Upstairs, at the door to the family flat, Eddie kicked off his shoes. No need to undo the laces, they were loose as anything. His sister Kenzie and his aunt Gloria were setting the table for a party. Neither of them noticed him.

         ‘Put David’s place at the head,’ said Auntie Gloria.

         ‘I’m literally doing that.’

         ‘So he knows he is special when he returns.’

         ‘Why are you even telling me this? That’s what this whole thing is about!’

         Auntie Gloria eyed Kenzie coolly. ‘The most special and polite of the children, for sure.’

         Eddie did not say hello or draw attention. His aunt would rope him into some boring task like folding serviettes and he was a little scared of his sister just then. They had played Uno last night and now he owed her one million pounds.

         In the kitchen his mum, Elizabeth, stood motionless over a bubbling pot, watching a Pastor Jacob video on her phone. Often now she was hunched over that phone. Before his brother’s death she’d been on Eddie’s case night and day. Chasing the school to make sure he was eating lunch, being set enough homework, keeping out of trouble. When he came home she would ask without fail, ‘How was your day?’ After David died, she stopped asking. Sometimes he missed hearing the question so much he would ask her for it – ‘Do you want to know how my day was?’, ‘Mum, ask me about 20my day’ – and she would, though it didn’t have the same warm holding feeling when he had to prompt.

         The stoics said a person should look at their loved one while they are sleeping and say, ‘Tomorrow you will die’, Pastor Jacob was saying in his sermon.

         ‘Hi, Mum.’ Eddie opened the fridge.

         Death is a part of life. A temporary end to a temporary phenomenon.

         ‘Don’t ruin your appetite,’ his mum said without looking up.

         ‘I won’t.’

         Invite death in. Embrace it.

         ‘And don’t eat the cake, that’s for later.’

         ‘Uh-huh.’ Eddie, face in the fridge, reached a spoon into a bowl of leftover chocolate pudding.

         When Thou hadst overcome the sharpness of death, Thou didst open the Kingdom of Heaven to all believers.

         ‘And be happy. Your brother’s coming back.’

         Eddie poked his head out from the fridge and saw his mum smiling at him: a fixed, encouraging look. He smiled back, teeth full of chocolate pudding. But inside he was uncertain. My brother is dead, he thought. And he is coming back for dinner. He didn’t know what he felt about it. When David died ten months ago, he hadn’t cried a single tear. That was a fact. Not at the funeral, not after. He didn’t know why. The sadness was a huge stone in his throat he could not cough up. It was unnatural, his mum said. But his dad said to give him a break, he was just a child. 21

         ‘Oh my goodness.’ She seemed to see him for the first time. ‘Look at those teeth. And what have you done to that blazer? Edward Adeyemi.’

         Eddie looked down at the blue ruin of his school blazer, clean and ironed this morning (benefits of the family business), now shapeless and falling off the shoulders, the pockets stuffed with foam missiles and football cards and old crisp packets, the lapels boasting a wide variety of stains. It was a genuine mystery to him how this happened every day.

         ‘Fix yourself up. Your brother would never be seen in such a state.’

         ‘Yes, Mum.’

         ‘Now, please.’

         ‘Just one more mouthful.’

         His mum spoke about David like he was an angel. Like he’d never said a bad word or had a bad thought. A bright young man who went to church every Sunday. Always saving. Working hard. Eddie didn’t remember David like this. He remembered David calling him a little dickhead plenty. He was always shouting at Eddie for touching his stuff. Saying he hated having to share a room with Eddie, that he’d be knee-deep in pussy if it weren’t for Eddie – words that made Eddie’s eyes boggle. You put your leg inside? He knew a bit about sex but this was news to him. If their mum heard David talking like this she screamed blue murder. (The walls in their flat were like paper and her hearing was supersonic.) Yes, David went to church every Sunday, but they all did; Mum insisted. And sure, he remembered David saving money – three 22hundred pounds, which Eddie thought an impossible sum at the time – but he also remembered David spending that money on a Gucci belt. None of these things lowered David in Eddie’s eyes. If anything, they raised him higher. Three hundred pounds on a belt! Knee-deep in pussy! But the fact remained, this was how he knew his brother to be. Now the less flattering points had been edited out, erased from the family story. The denial was so total Eddie had started to doubt his own memory. Which was the real David: the saint his mother spoke of, or the sometimes kind, often funny, sometimes vain, often spiky brother he knew?

         His dad came in, ruffled Eddie’s hair, and put the kettle on.

         ‘Ah, good,’ his mum said.

         ‘No. I’m not here.’

         ‘You can help with the cooking.’

         ‘No, no. You must eat without me. I have work to finish.’

         ‘The work can wait.’

         His dad looked guilty. ‘I would rather not.’

         Oh boy. There it was: his mum’s look. The Face.

         ‘Go clean yourself up, Eddie. Right now.’

         Eddie knew better than to argue, but he paused beyond the door to hear her say, ‘What are you talking about, “rather not”? You know what day this is.’

         ‘Elizabeth, our son is dead.’

         ‘Don’t say that.’

         ‘I will not sit and have dinner with his ghost. I will not do it.’

         ‘Eh! It comes out. Almost time and it comes out. You don’t care.’ 23

         ‘I won’t do it because I care. I cannot see him like this. I cannot have a party and act like …’ He sounded lost. His dad, who knew everything in the world.

         ‘I am not arguing with you today,’ his mum said. ‘Whether you like it or not, our son is coming home. To see us. And you won’t even look at him? Think of the hurt you will bring him, I beg you.’

         ‘You are not listening. He is dead.’

         ‘Stop saying that.’

         ‘You cannot hurt the dead.’

         ‘I am not arguing about it, Samuel. I will not have us like cats and dogs when he arrives.’

         The month of ghosts loomed. Eddie felt strange and pent up, like an unopened fizzy drink that had been shaken repeatedly. There was so much he didn’t understand. He wanted his parents to be calm and have the answers. To say, ‘This is the situation.’ But they seemed as confused as him. He wanted to help, to tell them it was all right and they mustn’t worry, but what did he know? He was just a child.
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         Gideon Carter parked on a double yellow outside his Mayfair club and hoisted himself out of his low Italian supercar. He was lean, tanned, muscular in the chest and shoulders though softening a little around the gut, twenty-eight years old, carrying a caramel frappuccino, five thousand pounds in cash, a phial of cocaine, and a tube of breath mints that rattled when he walked.

         ‘Sir—’

         A man in uniform was waddling over. Gideon tensed, but it was only a traffic warden, out of breath coming down the street.

         ‘Sir, you can’t park here.’

         The man’s uniform was too big for him. It was a mystery to Gideon why they never tailored these things properly.

         ‘It’s OK. This is my club.’

         ‘I will have to ticket the car.’

         ‘You wouldn’t.’

         It was Gideon’s firm belief that no one, male or female, could resist him completely. People saw the suit, the smile – Christ, the bone structure – and felt moved. They saw the car, a Ferrari, and, even if they were one of those mopes who rode a bike and thought cars bad for the environment, they 25were impressed. It was a bloody beauty. The cost, the name, the contours would dazzle this parking warden into submission. He should tremble at the thought of putting one of his sad plastic tickets on such a car. Gideon had a Porsche too, though that was in the garage under tarpaulin and would not be driven any time soon. Long night, few drinks, accidents will happen.

         ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘I respect what you’re doing. You’ve got to hustle.’

         He knew about hustling. He was a self-made man too. If he had longer to stand around chatting he’d have told this guy all about it.

         ‘Sir, I have to.’

         ‘It’s just one spot. It won’t make a difference.’

         ‘There are rules.’

         ‘So make an exception.’ He got that there were rules, just not why they should apply to him.

         ‘I cannot.’

         ‘Fine, fine. Hold this a second.’ He handed the takeaway cup to the warden and took his keys from his pocket, copping a reassuring feel of the coke phial in the process. One click to lock the car where it was on the double yellow, one parting heartbreaker smile for the warden – click, click – and he walked into the club.

         The door-girl at Ritizzi’s greeted him warmly. Nice eyes, he’d only have to click his fingers there …

         Ritizzi’s was one of his business ventures. This was what he was saying about the hustle. He’d pulled himself up from 26almost nothing. Opened the place at twenty-one with no help from anyone besides the half-million down payment from his father. Every other penny earned himself, as a senior partner at his father’s property development company, a role he got straight out of school with three A-levels (two Ds and a C) from a private sixth-form college for teens excluded from mainstream public schools (Eton; weed and pills; pulled a whitey in History). Don’t try to tell Gideon about hard work. Don’t come to him with your hand out. People thought they could get something for nothing? You had to work for it. He was in the marketing suites every day Wednesday to Thursday, and personally hand-selling units at The Old Laundry, the new development in Canning Town. Did he like the work? Ask a stupid question. He hated Canning Town, with its clogged-artery traffic junctions and tawdry shops and stupid walkways that took you in three directions to cross every road. Hated that you could not for love nor money get a decent cappuccino anywhere. Everything in Canning Town was essential, functional, dull. There was nowhere you could treat yourself, nowhere you could buy an expensive apology gift for a girlfriend who had sworn never to talk to you again. Where he lived in Holland Park there were no sad corner shops selling Polish ketchup and Malaysian noodles. The shop on his street corner offered diamond facials. Your dead skin peeled off with literal diamonds. He didn’t know where you’d buy a pint of milk round where he lived. Shepherd’s Bush, he supposed. He hated the box flats he was selling as spacious living solutions – like 27this would solve people’s lives! The work was beneath him, yet he had to do it: his father thought it would teach him something about life to do an honest day’s labour and deal with real people. His father thought him a waste of space and Gideon could not prove him right.

         Today, thank God, he was not flogging flats. Today he had other business.

         Karaoke music drifted up the stairs; the sound of his friends already on it. He ducked into the loos and tapped out a line on the cistern. It wasn’t that he needed it socially. He could be around his friends without drink or drugs, it just so happened drink or drugs were always involved. It wasn’t that he had a coke problem, he didn’t take it every day. Only last week his dealer had run out for two days and he couldn’t find the stuff anywhere.

         Snort, gasp, check reflection. Still here, still golden on the surface at least. His mouth practised a smile. He hoped he’d find the company of his friends amusing; he felt his sense of humour fading as the dreaded hour got closer.

         Can’t shake, can’t shake the shadow.

         In the basement Carlo was on the mic while Jake, Raf and Spenser drank champagne and played video games. Jake had just killed and beheaded Raf. A victory fanfare clashed with the karaoke. Here they were, the guys. On, what was this, a Tuesday? Not that it mattered. Gideon had been having the same party, with the same merry band of arseholes, pretty much every day for fourteen years.

         ‘G-Star!’ 28

         ‘G-Man!’

         Gideon did a little power dance: master of ceremonies, the universe et cetera. ‘On the Cristal, I see,’ he shouted over the music, in a way he hoped sounded amused, not money-pinching. It wasn’t his concern the club was haemorrhaging cash, he just owned the place. But he wanted to be the one who offered the Cristal, to hear them say Thanks, G, you’re the man. If they helped themselves, it was like who was he.

         His hands shook as he poured himself a glass. His grin was false. Though he affected blitheness, he was making such an effort to seem natural. To match the group’s boisterous energy though his mind was elsewhere. These pleasures were no longer the centre of his vision.

         Catching the eye of Konstantin, the club manager, he got the nod he was waiting for and said, ‘Guys. Guys? So you know, I’ve got some doubles this month. Decoys. So if you see me around but I look different, or I don’t remember stuff, don’t freak.’

         ‘What’s the deal, G? You haunted?’

         If his friends were struggling with a girl or a tenant, they talked it through. Yet he couldn’t explain what was burning a hole in him. You couldn’t say stuff like that. Speak seriously about your fears and they’d cut you off, make it a joke, a waste of time. Or maybe the fault lay with him – maybe in matters of sincerity he couldn’t find the angle of entry. Getting a girl into bed, persuading people to do stuff, no problem, but confessing a painful personal truth? That was a foreign language to him. 29

         Before he could even lie, his friends had moved on, laughing at how easy it was to get into sticky situations, how easy it was to make mistakes. Already they’d returned to their video game. The screen flashed with the words: Choose your fighter.

         Next door in the bar, six men stood waiting. Now their lives could begin. (Cabbies, security guards, staff – it seldom occurred to Gideon that such people had lives beyond the moment they met him.) The room was dark, lit by only red neon and scant white spotlights, but the men’s facial similarities to Gideon’s were clear.

         Gideon walked the line, appraising each in turn. He paused at the fourth man, a tubby balding specimen. ‘Seriously?’ he asked Konstantin. The man was led away. Beneath the music, Gideon caught, Stay by your phone, your debt’s not paid … It’s Ghost Month, something will turn up.

         Gideon addressed the remaining lookalikes as though the man’s dismissal had nothing to do with him. ‘I assume you’ve all been briefed? For the next month, you have a new life.’ His tone was cold, assertive, arrogant; in the manner of his father, though he knew full well his father would not approve of any of this.

         The third lookalike in line raised his hand. Gideon ignored him.

         ‘Starting now, you will dress like me. Walk, talk, smell like me. You will be me … Your lives just got way better.’ He waited for thanks or laughter but heard neither. ‘I’m joking. I’m sure you have great lives.’ Tailing off, he saw the 30lookalike’s hand was still raised. ‘What?’

         ‘They’ve told us what you want from us,’ the man said, ‘but not why you want it.’

         Gideon did not feel inclined to share the reason. Simply put, he had an issue and was throwing money at it to fix it. He had found this approach effective in the past. ‘Because I say so. Because I’m paying you. That’s why.’ He wasn’t always so rude. He was just under a lot of pressure right now.

         He returned to the briefing. ‘In exchange for this large payment’ – large for them – ‘you are my employees. No, you know what? You’re going to live in the family house – you’re part of the family. How does that sound?’

         None of the lookalikes looked remotely happy or impressed. It didn’t seem to matter how he described them: employees, family, bait.

         ‘Repeat after me,’ he said. ‘I am Gideon. I am Gideon …’

         Five more voices joined the chorus, desultory at first then growing in force. ‘I am Gideon. I am Gideon. I AM GIDEON!’

         
            *

         

         Speaking of family, he’d promised to look in on his grandmother before hell broke loose. Her penthouse was nearby. Gideon’s father had this crazy idea that Gideon was hopeless and selfish and disconnected from reality. A condition of him bank-rolling his son’s ‘useless vanity projects’ was that Gideon regularly show his face at his grandmother’s. It was part of Carter senior’s plan to make a man of Gideon.

         He could probably have sent one of his doubles, the way 31Granny was these days, but Gideon liked the visits. As a child, with his parents off wherever the mood took them and the nannies on a permanent revolving-door policy, he had often felt like his grandmother was the only person in the world who cared about him. She would coo over his fine hair, his beautiful skin, making him feel special to have these qualities. She’d helped him conquer his fear of water and taught him how to swim, creating her own badge system of enamel pins. More than once she’d saved his skin: when he made a miniature house out of his father’s business papers, when he cut the heads off dozens of the garden flowers to make a perfume for his mother. Now the old girl was sliding into dementia, getting vague and forgetful and newly cruel towards staff, but she was always pleased to see Gideon. She wouldn’t question him or notice his shaking hands, the way his face slipped into worry when left unattended.

         Deafening classical music filled her flat, rattling the picture frames that covered every inch of wall: portraits of stern ancestors, scenes of ships in storms. The old lady sat at the window in her dark wooden armchair, high-backed like a judge’s bench. She was trussed up in two shawls and a purple rug, watching the news with subtitles. A sly, overfed tabby cat lay curled on her lap. Gideon thought the creature always seemed on the verge of talking; any minute it would make some cutting remark about his character.

         ‘Who’s this handsome prince?’ his grandmother cried over the blare.

         I am Gideon. 32

         ‘Come in. Give me a kiss. I’m cleansing the air. This awful season.’

         Gideon approached the bench for a dry whiskery peck on the cheek. He flashed what he hoped was a convincing smile. He was very happy. It was all going well. ‘Can we turn this down?’ he shouted over the music.

         ‘Imelda!’

         The live-in nurse hurried in.

         ‘Turn it down!’

         The sudden quiet which followed seemed almost worse.

         ‘And while you’re here, Imelda, I’m too hot.’

         ‘Take off your jumper, Mrs Carter. You’re wearing three layers.’

         ‘Oh no!’ The old woman was afraid of everything.

         ‘Come on, let me.’

         The jumper went over the old woman’s head. ‘I’m dead!’ she cried. ‘I’m dead!’

         ‘You’re OK.’ Imelda folded the jumper and retreated.

         ‘I do not care for that woman,’ his grandmother said, watching her go. ‘Not at all.’

         ‘How are you, Granny?’

         ‘I’m dying, my sweet boy.’

         ‘Now now. You’re nowhere near.’

         ‘Oh, I can feel it.’

         The old girl spent much of her time planning for death like it was a trip to another country.

         ‘Be a dear and rub my neck,’ she said.

         Even this he didn’t mind. Usually the merest trace of death 33terrified him – he didn’t date women over twenty-five in case he saw a wrinkle. His friends, who shared similar hard lines about women and signs of aging, would have been disgusted to see Gideon rubbing this old woman’s neck – and usually the thought of their disgust would have been enough to prevent him doing it – but when it came to his grandmother he didn’t care.

         She bowed her head, submitting to his ministrations. ‘I don’t trust Imelda to do it. She’ll strangle me.’

         ‘You mustn’t talk like this.’

         ‘I’m close but I’m not that close.’

         ‘You’re not close,’ he said.

         ‘Don’t let me become one of those things, will you?’ She nodded at the TV: clips of ghosts arriving in past years, welcoming committees holding out flowers. Gideon stifled a shiver. Downright sinister, that people could see the dead return and think it a good thing.

         ‘You’ll be fine,’ he said. Though who knew how long she had or what waited for her. She was old. At certain angles he could almost see the grey of ghost beginning, the translucent half-thereness of the phantom. What would he do without her?

         ‘Death for the dead. Life for the living. That’s how it was in my day.’

         ‘Yes, Granny.’ And the trains ran on time and a phone was a phone – he’d heard this rant before.

         ‘Country’s gone to the dogs, Charles.’

         ‘I’m not Charles, Granny. I’m Gideon.’ (I AM GIDEON!) 34

         Charles was his father. Frequently these days the old woman got them confused. Naturally there was a family resemblance, some ghost of the father in the son, but Gideon was not the man his father was. On the surface he shared qualities – the patrician tone, the ruthlessness – but the qualities were borrowed, assumed by situation rather than necessity; they had not set around him.

         ‘Oh. Gideon. Are you dead?’

         ‘What? No, Granny.’

         ‘That’s good.’

         ‘I agree.’

         The old girl was really losing it. Perhaps she didn’t have long. She’d be talking quite normally and then a switch flicked and she was gone. Her eyes became distant and her mouth made small ruminating motions like she was chewing cud. He stopped rubbing her crepe-like neck and allowed her a better look at him.

         ‘So who are you?’ she asked, squinting upwards.

         ‘I’m Charles’s son.’

         ‘Who’s Charles?’

         ‘Charles is – never mind.’

         She might be in this state for two minutes or twenty, then the switch would flick again and she’d be back – ah, Gideon, my young prince, how’s Millie, how’s the club. But while she was in this fog nothing would get through; he could tell her anything and she wouldn’t recall it. His darkest fears would disappear without a trace … This trauma that was so strong he suspected it was altering his personality – he 35could tell it to her and she’d keep it and not hold it against him.

         She wanted to know who he was? He would tell her. He cupped a hand to her ear and whispered. How good it felt to say his troubles aloud! He’d never loved his grandmother more. Her face scarcely moved as he whispered, while the hideous cat on her lap licked its paws with slow strokes of its coarse pink tongue, cleaning blemishes only it could see.
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         You are in a calm space. You are in a loved space.

         Oi!

         Picture your problems.

         Oi! Lil!

         Picture you are breathing them away.

         Lil!

         The voice outside would not shut up and would not go away. Lil got off the floor and with her unbroke arm opened the hostel window and stuck out her head. Steve’s hard face in the street below.

         What? she yelled.

         I’m freakin out, Lil. I’m not ready.

         OK, but she had her own battles.

         The mindfulness coach wanted to know was this man with Lil. A dozen others in varying degrees of enlightenment stared at her from the mats.

         How would she put it? She was with him but not with him.

         I need you! Steve scaring walkers in the morning street.

         A large bearded hostel member came to the window. She’s in rehab, mate. She’s not meant to be fraternising with cunts.

         What’s she doing with you then? Steve shouted back. 37

         Come up here and say that.

         Come down here, I’ll fuckin lay you out.

         The mindfulness coach frowned. This was very disruptive. There were others to think about. (There were always others to think about.) Was Lil staying or leaving?

         She was staying. She was dealing with it. But Steve had heard the coach’s question and got his hackles up further. Don’t you fuckin’ tell her what to do! The coach saying if he was going to be abusive she’d ring the cops and Lil saying don’t you threaten him and the whole thing going round and round until—Fuck it. She quit. A shame, as she was not yet clean or close to it. Only checked herself in last night when Steve got detained for some drunken fracas and she suddenly realised the day of reckoning was upon them. Sitting in this mindfulness group with the taste of cider still high in her throat. Hadn’t barely started itching for it and already she’d quit quitting. When she might have done it this time.

         Steve waited in the street, a mournful figure with a great absence of love all about him. He looked a state. Cuts and bruises courtesy of the Metropolitan Police when they body-slammed him down by Victoria Embankment the other day (life: it was all other days). Rags model’s own. Staring at Lil with that expression, wary of everyone and everything, furious at all the shit which had happened and all the shit still to happen. A hard face, but when he smiled – There she is! – the suspicion cracked and his face lit up and that was really something, it was beautiful to see. 38

         Fuck’s sake. Why d’you come here, Steve? I wanted to get right.

         I need you, Lil. Steve’s eyes swimming in his skull.

         Yeah yeah.

         She and Steve were what you might call solid. When he wasn’t behind the door. On account of the drink. Or the violence. You don’t want to see my maximum temper, he’d say. When I get there I don’t ask questions. Steve had mental problems, though who didn’t. But he looked out for her without any quid pro quo and he didn’t try to grope her or crawl into her sleeping bag, which was more than could be said for many. Steve never asked for so much as a peck on the cheek, and others knew better than to try it with her because of him. If a new guy who didn’t know showed an interest (and Lil could still turn a head in her own way), Steve would end that quick. It was like he wanted the idea of her and was jealous of others having the same idea. He stood by her and she by him.

         She took his shaved head in her hands. Felt the many grooves and dinks of it. Steve was a man who went at the world head first.

         He’d been brought before the magistrate that morning and fined for disorderly conduct. Five-minute hearing, bang, eighty quid. On to a good racket, those courts, charging addicts and vagrants for possession, intoxication, antisocial behaviour. Except like many of his peers and associates, Steve would not be paying. Having fuck-all to his name and needing any cash he might get to appease bigger demons. 39

         On that note, he was fucking parched.

         All right, but only a drop for her. She was trying to keep clean – cleanish – for her little girl.

         On to one of their spots outside Tesco’s on Piccadilly. In her old life she’d visited this same supermarket almost every day. Up at some ungodly for the Asian expo contracts. Picking up a quick lunch, rushed off her feet. She hardly thought about those days anymore. All that was in the past – things were very different now. For some reason returning here didn’t trigger the waves – her name for the memories which at any moment could crash over her. But one look at Velcro – how it might fasten a little shoe for hands too awkward to tie a knot – and the waves had her, she was consigned to the deep.

         She no longer went inside the store. On account of the security guards who followed her, searched her, gave her endless grief. She and Steve were private citizens and their private lives should be respected. But the guards felt stealing was not a matter of private life. They couldn’t see the other side of the argument.

         ’Scuse me, sir … Any change … It’s for a train fare … for a hostel … (Some people preferred a lie.)

         Got to keep asking. Can’t milk a cow with your hands in your pockets, her husband used to say. Ex-husband.

         Miss, spare a quid? Lil’s hand poking out of her filthy cast.

         The woman slowed down. What do you want it for?

         Drink.

         Lil believed in honesty, within reason. For every person 40who scowled at that answer, another laughed and put their hand in their pocket.

         I don’t give money to people with drink problems.

         I don’t have a drink problem. I’ve got a money problem.

         But the woman was already gone.

         Next door a shopkeeper put the finishing touches to a shrine. A basin and towel for ghosts to clean up. Offerings of food and bottles of booze to show they were valued. The fruit alone must have cost thirty quid. Mark-ups on everything these days. Even cider was sacred. The shopkeeper lit candles and closed his palms in prayer. A touching little ceremony – if you let yourself feel those things or think about what he might have lost. But also? Screw him. Laying on Prosecco and strawberries for ghosts while real breathing types were out here dry as a bone. Folk said shrine food didn’t taste of anything once the dead arrived, that shrine drink had no effect. The dead absorbed the energy of these things. Waste of good booze, was her opinion.

         A passer-by put a ten-pound note on the shrine’s collection plate. Lil saw her chance. ’Scuse me, sir, any help for the living?

         The man walked on like she didn’t exist.

         Fuck you then!

         Ah well. No matter. (You had to keep telling yourself nothing mattered, that was the secret.) When the shopkeeper went inside she nudged Steve and motioned to the unguarded shrine. Steve didn’t need telling twice. They grabbed the bottles and ran. Farewell and adieu, ye ladies of Spain. 41

         
            *

         

         Officially, the shelter off Charing Cross denied entry to anyone intoxicated. Unofficially, it ignored this rule or it would have lost eighty per cent of its clientele. The real threshold of admittance was if you could stand. A low bar, which the bouncer begrudgingly accepted Lil and Steve had cleared for now.

         Because could anyone, under the circumstances, reasonably be expected not to take the edge off? With the substance or method of their choosing? No. Not reasonably. It could not be done.

         She’d said she wouldn’t drink and she had. She’d said she wouldn’t drink much and – ah well. For a second she’d believed her own promises. Who was the idiot, she wondered: the Lil who’d believed the promises or the Lil who’d shown how flimsy those promises were? Trick question: they were both idiots.

         In the main hall, a great horde was going through the motions of being fed. Shouts came from where they slopped the food. A wiry black guy raged and spat. I’m allergic to beans, you know I’m allergic to beans, and every day you feed me fucking beans.

         Three members of staff trying to calm him down: You don’t have to eat the beans, Ken. They’re only an option.

         You’re trying to kill me!

         No, Ken, no.

         The other homeless waiting in line, studiously blind. At the coffee machine, a woman in a checked jacket dabbed at 42a horrific wound on her forehead, telling whoever would listen, I had the worst headache when I woke up. Ain’t had a headache like that without spending a lot of money.

         Lil headed for the payphone. First day, someone she had to call. She was not forget-it-all-drunk yet. Some old Lil still there underneath. Had she hoped she wouldn’t be in this state for this call? Obviously. But you couldn’t have everything.

         Hey! Steve waved vaguely towards the fried brown matter under the lights. You should eat. You got to eat. He made no mention of the call. Some things he knew not to come between.

         Lil shooed him away and dialled the number. Have to be dead before she forgot that number, and even then … She waited through five rings until the receiver was picked up. If you don’t want a conversation I’ll hang up, she said. I just wanted to say hi. Her voice clicking through the emotions. Guarded: No, I haven’t. Angry: I don’t want to talk about it. Then sympathetic: I know. Then defensive: I am working. Got a job in a restaurant. (She was not working. Steve liked to say they were between things: the bin and the gutter.) Finally, wistful: I wanna go dancing. A smile spreading across her face. Do you remember? We danced the salsa … Oh, was it? OK, I should go. Love you. Hate you … Yeah, I know.

         She and Steve veered to a table under the TV. An ill-looking minister was saying the government was doing everything it could to support people through this difficult time. Talking like they knew. They were a million miles away. 43The moment politicians said we’re all in this together, we’re doing everything we can, was when you knew, if you didn’t already, that you were completely on your own.

         A little red-faced man got up and changed the channel.

         Professor, a female TV host was saying, can you put into words what our viewers may soon experience? The professor leaned forward. His glasses caught the glare of the studio lights, making white blanks of his eyes. Yes, Kirsty, I believe I can. You see, time is falling out of joint. It’s a distortion of reality.

         The shelter residents scoffed. Distortion? More like an invasion. An infestation. A war.

         Time folds in on itself. Strange simultaneities are at play: past bleeds into present. Then is now. The past is not past, the future no longer what it was. The professor was talking too fast, sweating. Always a few who gabbled, spouted theories. Faced with chaos, they looked for explanations. Others like Lil and Steve put their heads down and got on.

         The red-faced man flicked to a glitzy countdown show. White-teethed hosts and an in-house band. Recollections of previous returns, happy reunions. The haggard shelter residents watched this other world without expression. All except Steve, who told the man to change it and the man said something smart and Steve grabbed him and the support workers came running over and Steve was saying next person to lay a hand on him would be sorry and the support workers were saying Steve was drunk, on which dazzling insight Lil picked up her bones for it was once again time to leave. 44

         On to the next. Always on to the next. Onto the streets where a staggering sunset was unfolding. Two figures hunched under the weight of their packs, weaving slightly and walking in a loose-limbed way, beneath a sky of pink and orange and deep brooding reds. Streetlamps glowed blue, not yet white. Pigeons and crows massed on buildings or clustered on the ground. Seemed like every bird in London was here to see what was coming. Some in terrible states, like they’d been plucked from monsters’ jaws – bedraggled, shell-shocked creatures, though Lil was one to talk.

         The usually grey city was lit up with shrines. Candles and neon and garish cloth flowers with petals of silver tin. Fires on street corners belched dark flames as people threw in hell money and little papier-mâché mementoes of loved ones: a cherished car, a favourite pair of shoes. Lil’s little girl had been crazy for this stuff. Without her, it was just colour and noise.

      
   


   
      
         45
            5

         

         ‘It is going to be hell.’ At West End Central Police Station, the chief addresses the night shift. ‘They will plague you. They will follow you from morning to night.’ A world-weary stress on hell, you and night. ‘Now, not all these ghosts are the same. Some are only shades, but there’s others can give you a nasty jolt. Make you feel stuff. You’ll know those ones when you see them. They look … capable. Remember that: there’s hangers-on and there’s active threats.’

         A few younger recruits write it in their notebooks. Two types of ghosts. They must avoid feeling stuff.

         ‘Fifty thousand people die in London every year. Many of them are coming back this evening. They’ll come through walls. Through locked doors. They’ll home in on their kids and their old girlfriends and their enemies and the cops who worked their cases and generally put themselves in the bloody middle of it. Just ’cos they can’t talk, doesn’t mean they can’t drive you mad. If they want to find you, believe me, they’ll sniff you out eventually. Cold cases will come up to you with pleading eyes—’ Here the chief, though not usually an emotive man, can’t help widening his eyes. ‘They’ll be everywhere, so get ready. If you’re attending a fatality, the vic’s ghost might be by their body. You’re performing CPR 46on someone and their ghost is watching? That’s a sign you can stop.’

         At the same time, he advises, they mustn’t sweat it. Nothing anyone can do about ghosts. Real living crime, however, is wild this time of year. More theft. More assaults. Staggering amounts of arson. Endless public disorder. Protestors furious there’s one law for them and another for the dead, furious the dead might replace them. Repenters attacking people, casting judgement. So no ghost work. While they’re chasing shadows, the real casework is piling up. Distressed members of the public should be directed to the app.

         Groans from the officers. Cutting patrol numbers year on year, replacing them with useless apps. It’s the same all over. Go to A&E with a knife wound and get a six-hour wait and a leaflet saying So you’ve been stabbed. Get assaulted on public transport and the complaints procedure asks you to rate your experience from happy face to sad. All the institutions failing. The system itself failing – before you even get to the ghosts. Dead pouring back into the world, ignoring the natural order, stoking crimewaves and moral panic, suicide rates off the charts – and you’re offering an app?

         ‘That’s all,’ says the chief. ‘Good luck. God help you.’

         Did he say—? Absolutely. God has even crept into police briefings, times being what they are.

         Officers spill out into the boiling cauldron of the city. Illuminated shops glow against darkening pavements, open late to catch the desperate crowds making their last-minute preparations. Each according to their means, each according 47to their needs. People stockpiling, panic-buying, spending cash like there’s no tomorrow. Others push past in a hurry to be home. Some of the faces masked, showing little. Some fearful, seeking safety. The officers know some of these people will soon lose their minds. They just don’t know which ones.

         Everything the city swallows eleven months of the year – everything forgotten, unsolved, neglected – is coming back. A fraught feeling coats each detail and interaction. Fireworks screech. Eyes of lost ones stare out accusingly from shrines. A shop lowering its shutters makes two officers leap out of their skins. Everyone is on edge with the hour upon them.

         Most of the police head towards Chinatown, where protestors scream under the fragile red lanterns. GHOSTS GO HOME. HELL IS EMPTY AND ALL THE DEVILS ARE HERE. LIVING FIRST. A pro-living protest, though some seem to have lost the will to live. PLEASE PLEASE LEAVE US ALONE, one sign reads. Bodies are thrown forward and driven back. Nightsticks descend with force. Violent scenes in the capital. The officers tuned up. Let them try it. Strictly off the message boards, some skulls are getting cracked tonight.

         This is the worst time, stuck between what is and what is not yet. Though the officers dread what’s coming, many find themselves wishing for it, hurrying the night forward so this state of blind terror will be over.

         Beyond the blood-red lanterns and white street lights, the top of the sky is a back-lit blue. 48

         *

         Jane the schoolteacher stands at her living-room window, listening as a long slow whistle casts out over the neighbourhood. Someone is fishing for spirits. Three notes: two high, one lower, repeated over and over. Hook, line and sinker.

         In new-build luxury flats opposite, nervous residents put out bowls of olives and canapés. Appeasements for the ghosts of council residents who lived there before the site was sold.

         In the streets below, cars and buses go about their business. Even now, so close to the allotted hour, much of the city operates as normal. The tube still runs, traffic still sluggishly flows. These things carry on out of habit, knowing no other way to be.

         *

         Eddie can hear cats and dogs howling across the neighbourhood. All the animals going crazy, scratching at the glass, hiding behind the sofas, peeing on the rugs. Or they might be very still, playing dead. Creatures also do that when they sense threat. Insects frozen on blades of grass, spiders trembling in their webs, squirrels paused on trees – even the trees holding their breath. At the zoo, the snakes will have turned to statues, the lizards disappeared into the bark.

         *

         In Green Park, Lil and Steve hammer more stolen shrine Prosecco. A fine al fresco evening. Vitamins and minerals in the air. But underneath, a clammy brooding pit-of-your-stomach feeling. Others have joined them. Mungo, Aidan, Terry-with-the-leg. Their companions have no last names. 49No one does when you’re ‘rough’. It’s as if some have lost their surnames altogether, fallen off through lack of circulation, like a tail tied with string.

         They have views of Piccadilly, The Ritz, a Porsche showroom. We are all in the gutter but some of us are looking at the cars. Sometimes the city threatens to split Lil’s brain in two, the way it flicks between extremes.

         Atone for your sins! a nearby preacher crows. You can’t stop what’s coming. Prince to pauper, duke to dustbin man – this is the great leveller!

         You think that’s true? It’s the same?

         Gimme five million quid I’ll let you know.

         These are the end times! When there is no more room in hell the dead will walk the earth!

         You think it’s the end?

         Nah. Reckon that comes so fast you barely know it.

         I’m not ready, Lil, Steve whispers.

         She wraps her unbroke arm around him. What doesn’t kill you—

         Will try, try and try again.

         We’ll drink through it.

         The English way.

         Cheers.

         Atone! the preacher cries. Atone while you can. We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed. In a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trump: for the trumpet shall sound, and the dead shall be raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed.

         *

         50In the prisons they’re stuffing the air vents, rattling the bars. Plenty of lags nervous about the visitors expected.

         The psychiatric wards are quiet. An odd time for paranoid schizophrenics and the wider psychotic community. Some hauntings are more acceptable than others.

         On pirate radio the tune pulls up. A new track meets the needle. The vinyl crackles and thrums as if the technology is breaking down. Snare. Chords. Heavy bass. A distorted female voice, endlessly looped. MCs roar. It’s coming, it’s coming. Scary business. Oh gosh … Shout out to X Man. Shout out to Tina. Shout out to the dead.

         On artefacts at the British Museum, in the lobby of the Tate, labels have been fixed in anticipation. These ghosts do not reflect our values today … while we acknowledge our connection to Britain’s colonial past … we appreciate these ghosts serve as timely reminders that more can and must be done …

         The Thames seems to have stopped flowing. On the face of the water, broken light.

         Imperceptible tremors. Inconceivable futures.

         People flood the churches. Priests cry repent. Hearing confession after confession, distracted, for they have worries of their own. In the name of the father, son and—Hands make the sign of the cross. Forgive us the sins we have this day committed unto thee. On their knees in the hard pews. Eyes pressed so tight they don’t see the moment day finally becomes night.

         Blessed are the phantoms. Blessed are the fruits of the dead. For they keep our souls in grace. 51

         They’re here. Coming out of thin air.

         Materialising from the ether with the usual blinding light.

         *

         The air moves and bends. It vibrates. It glows. A body-shaped light becomes a light-kissed body. Jane straightens her dress, adjusts her hair, lifts a hand in cautious greeting to her mother, dead these past four years. The first year back, her welcome was less composed. Screams, sobs, plates thrown. She’d fled the flat and taken refuge in a youth club with terrified others, all ringing the emergency services simultaneously, getting the same engaged tone, still thinking it could somehow be stopped, not yet realising their old lives were over.

         With time, an acceptance has set in. She knows there ought to be something astonishing about all this, it ought to fry the brain circuits seeing phantoms manifest. But a person can get used to anything. The light returns to normal and there’s her mother, as if she never left. Gone one minute, here the next. With all the old attendant emotions rushing in. Jane wants to sit her down and get her a cup of tea. Though with Mother here in front of her, she also remembers the tea was never right for that woman. Always too hot or too cold, the bag left in too long or not long enough, the milk added too soon or too much, it wasn’t the right sort of water, it wasn’t the right sort of tea, it wasn’t the right sort of cup, there was no saucer, you always needed a saucer for tea, the saucer wobbled, the saucer was chipped, it almost cut her hand.

         She’s not exactly how Jane remembers. Her face is a little softer, less sure of everything. Memory has that tendency, to 52drift away from certain truths and coalesce around others. ‘Spirit shock’, it’s called, when memories and ghosts collide.

         All over, the dead are flooding in. A great tide of long-lost feelings and things better left unsaid, clogging pavements, snarling up roads, crowding homes and businesses. Ghosts waiting for trains and buses (even death cannot spare Londoners from public transport), commuters from outer zones. Former people in tracksuits, ballgowns, guard uniforms. Ghosts browsing shops for that special occasion though they have no money, no body, and the occasion ended years ago. Ghosts of suicides trying to finish the job, throwing themselves off buildings or onto train lines, to no avail. Dead already, they cannot die again.

         As it is, it’s not always easy to tell who’s alive and who’s not. None of the old wives’ tales applies. The ghosts do not float or wear white sheets. Newspapers cannot be read through them. Some are obvious phantoms: figures missing stomachs, eyes, noses, or weirdly blurred as if caught between realms or locked in permanent struggle. Others look much like the living, at least from a distance. In a dark alley, at the far end of a train platform, they might easily be mistaken. It’s true they’re always slightly worse for wear. Always pale, with large sunken eyes. A little green around the gills. Lacking in lustre. Another marker is the smell – except people can’t agree what that smell is. Damp soil, some say. Ichor, according to others, the clear fluid that flows from a wound, that runs through the veins of the gods. Some witnesses report a metallic taste on the tongue 53in the dead’s presence. Jane personally thinks ghosts seem slightly out of focus or as though they’re in low light, but she’s heard others say it’s in the posture, that ghosts stand like they’ve wandered in somewhere and forgotten why. Or people point at the feet, for ghosts are sometimes barefoot, or the muttering, for ghosts are often silently talking to themselves as if stuck on the wrong frequency, perhaps spilling their secrets.

         In other words, there’s no consensus. Intuition tells you who’s alive and who’s passing through. Only this month some of the living are so ashen it can feel like everyone might be dead, that it’s a city of corpses.

         *

         In the park, Lil and Steve are busy taking their heads off their bodies with booze and do not wish to be disturbed. Meanwhile, their companions are drinking for every ghost spotted. Drink to remember the dead, drink to forget them. For good times and bad. The all-purpose drink … Here’s the old gang. There’s Max. He was lousy, rest his soul. And dear old Leslie, who one day felt a pain in his arm. There’s Yvonne. Some special moments, me and her, if you know what I mean … Yeah, we know. You only mention it constantly … Died in that godawful winter three four years back. She never had no luck … Him, died of booze, though if I remember there were what d’you call it, underlying causes … Aren’t there always? … He was clean and doing all right last I heard, fuck knows what happened … That one died shooting brown cut with concrete. Word 54of advice: never inject powdered concrete into your veins … The group raise their bottles. They’ll bear that in mind.

         At this moment, Lil thinks, little eyes are popping open across the city. Children lately put to bed are waking, saying, They’re here. Voices of fear from deep in the houses. She’s back on the sofa with her husband and Rosie comes downstairs to say there’s a ghost in her room. Lil takes her daughter’s hand, climbs the stairs, and looks in. That’s Granny. You remember Granny, sweetheart. It’s all right. Go back to sleep. At this moment, mothers are hugging their children while her little girl lies cold in the earth. How is that possible?

         Sometimes it’s hard to believe she was ever a mother. It was taken from her so suddenly, perhaps the whole thing was a dream. She scans the returning ghosts hungrily, on the lookout for this one face. Wanting and fearing to see it more than anything.

         *

         In Leicester Square, a street performer dressed as a ghost sees the real ghosts arrive and wipes the make-up off his face. Tomorrow he’ll rethink: a bloodied nun maybe, a demon clown, fears not available on tap.

         At a Soho book launch, literary chatter is interrupted by the ghost of a novelist, dead of that illness they so enjoyed talking about her having.

         At a busy traffic junction in Oval, a pale cyclist reads felt-tip condolences at the spot where she went beneath the lorry’s wheels.

         In Mayfair mansions, butlers holding modesty screens 55shield their employers from the sight of unwanted guests. Upstairs, teenage scions post thoughtful selfies to their followers.

         i find this time of year so moving hbu

         In a fast-food restaurant near Brent Cross, Christ or someone matching his description is spotted with bloody tunic and pierced side. Onlookers crowd around, craning for photos.

         Look, my lord, it comes.

         In a West End theatre, an agitated Hamlet sees his father’s ghost.

         Angels and ministers of grace, defend us!

         Be thou a spirit of health or goblin damned,

         bring with thee airs from heaven or blasts from hell, 

         be thy intents wicked or charitable, 

         thou com’st in such a questionable shape that I will speak to thee.

         Behind this ghost, another phantom appears. The audience mumbles in alarm. More ghosts emerge; the play is forgotten. The actor playing Horatio sees his late mother and runs to her. The production falls apart. Exit, pursued by spectres.

         *

         Gideon is in his club with Raf and Carlo and the gang when CCTV footage comes through from the Holland Park house.

         ‘Who is it?’ asks Millie, his on-off other half. She has frequent uncanny intuitions about his cheating, though she’s wrong this time. 56

         ‘It’s nothing. A work thing.’

         Millie’s suspicion remains. He gives her an indignant may-I-remind-you-of-the-quality-of-my-character look, and when that doesn’t work (or when it does) he adds, ‘Babe, honestly. I have to take this, OK?’

         He locks himself in the toilet to watch the footage. (How naive locks and doors seem now. So convinced they can keep things out.) On the video, something is emerging through the concrete garden walls. A human form taking shape …

         Gideon pockets the phone and finds the coke phial. His hands shake so much he can barely hold it. Two snorts – one for courage, one for luck – then he swaggers back to the others like no worries, did you miss me, the party may resume.
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         ‘Is she there?’

         ‘She is.’

         ‘What’s she doing?’

         ‘Looking at me like I’ve failed as a human.’

         ‘Send her my love.’

         ‘Mother, Angie wants to know why you never visit her.’

         ‘Oh my God, Janey. Shush.’

         ‘She is around all the time and would love to see you.’

         ‘Shut up!’

         ‘Why should I deal with it?’ Jane asked. Their mother didn’t bother Angie because Angie and her boyfriend were happy, or seemed to be.

         ‘You think I’m not dealing with things? I’ve got ghosts of my own.’

         ‘How is Harry?’

         ‘You know, dark, doleful eyes, horribly good-looking, that hospital gown which always makes me want to cry.’

         ‘I’m sorry.’

         Angie lowered her voice. ‘Peter is quietly furious about the whole thing. He’s so bloody romantic. It has to be the great love affair with him. The one you’d die for. Now Harry’s come from beyond the grave to find me. He’s done 58the things Peter talks about doing. It’s so awkward.’

         ‘Is Peter there?’

         ‘He’s next door, making up his bed on the couch.’

         ‘Angie!’

         ‘What? I can’t share a bed with him while Harry’s here. Or touch him. It’s not fair to Harry.’

         ‘Harry is a ghost.’

         ‘But what’s that like, I’m saying. Maybe they still feel things.’

         ‘No wonder Peter’s angry. You’re putting your ex over him.’

         ‘I am not. I’m not touching or sleeping with him either.’

         ‘This is a mess.’ The season had turned their situations upside down: Jane reduced to sharing a bed with a stranger while Angie’s real partner slept on the couch.

         ‘I told you it was hard for me too.’

         ‘I just think … Oh forget it, I’m thinking if I were you and I’m not.’

         ‘If you were me you wouldn’t have these problems, you’re saying.’

         ‘If I were you I wouldn’t put words in my mouth.’

         ‘I am upset.’

         ‘Just try not to alienate the people who love you, who’ll be here when this month is over.’

         ‘You’re one to talk. You won’t even pick up the phone to you-know-who.’

         ‘That’s different.’

         ‘Just tell Mum.’ 59

         ‘Let me deal with my own life. Do I tell you how to live yours?’

         ‘Frequently.’

         ‘All right, but do you take my advice? Exactly.’

         ‘Well, much as I love chatting, sis, I have two mournful men waiting for me. Must go.’

         ‘Busy—’

         Click.

         Jane caught her mother’s cold grey eye.

         ‘OK,’ she said to the dead phone. ‘Love you too.’

         What was Jane not telling? It was no great secret, no great shame: she liked women. Yet her mother must not know, dead or otherwise. A woman who blanched at skirts above the knee, who thought dyed hair the end of civilisation. How could Jane risk that shock, that incomprehension? She couldn’t challenge her mother’s pride any more than she could claim her own.

         She’d buttoned it up from adolescence. Swallowing this truth millions of people lived with thinking it neither secret nor sin. Creeping out to Soho bars, sneaking clandestine kisses at bus stops and in doorways for lack of anywhere else to go. As the precedent was set, as the lies and omissions piled up, the truth grew increasingly hard to admit. Even when she had a place of her own, even when she was a grown woman in the twenty-first century, she maintained a careful silence around the subject with her mother. Visiting for Sunday lunch, keeping her face down over her food in case Mother did not recognise her after the things she’d done. 60‘I’m only asking if you’ve met anyone nice!’ her mother would say. No. Silence. (Omertà, Sandra would have said in her beautiful Italian accent.) Mother’s death and subsequent revivals only bound the deception tighter: Jane could not disappoint or challenge the woman’s idea of her now. She must maintain the charade. Which was one thing when her mother was alive, and quite another when she could materialise at any moment.

         Sandra had felt close enough to share the subterfuge – during the month they were just flatmates, just friends – until suddenly she wasn’t close. Jane wouldn’t take the risk again. This Ghost Month she was swearing it all off. No romantic contact. No messages. Silent as the grave. ‘Breathing space’ was how she’d describe it to Berenice, the current interested party, if Berenice continued to press. As if it were a wellness option rather than the desperate head-in-the-sand measure it was. Who knew how long Berenice would accept it. But Jane had built her defences high and was prepared for the inevitable. People let you down. After Sandra she would not trust so totally again. Now she pushed others into letting her down by letting them down first. Rightly or wrongly, she had kept her sexuality secret from her mother, and even when the secret cost so much to keep she felt compelled to stay the course.

         Here she was: a forty-year-old woman unable to tell her mother a simple fact about her own life. She had free will, didn’t she? She had the power to make other choices, yet felt she had no choice. Everything, even the arrival of the dead 61themselves, only served as further argument for the choices already made.

         Two uneaten steaks stared at her from the counter. She thought of all the cheap meals she’d need to eat when this month was over. She hated cooking, never did it for herself. A tin of tuna on some lettuce, one of those little packets of easy rice with vegetables, that was fine for her. She didn’t even like this rich food. But she had to show her mother how well she was doing, the sophisticated life she and her husband lived.

         Speak of the devil, where was this husband of hers? This man she lived with, this man she was missing, this man she would treat to a slow and painful death if they ever met. Dusk was almost two hours ago. What was the point in paying all this money—She stopped. Her mother was looking at her with what Jane took as a sour expression. It was like the ghost could see into her. Feeling naked and ugly, Jane tried not to think exposing thoughts.

         At school the children had a new joke: A ghost walks into a bar. The barman says, ‘Why the grave face?’

         How many Ghost Months would she have to suffer her mother? Ghosts often returned if the disease had been lingering or the life ended violently. Who knew what that meant for her mother, dead of a blood clot after hip surgery. If it was a question of being wrenched from life, her father stood a better chance of return – a sudden coronary after a business failure (don’t open an all-you-can-eat restaurant in a student town). Yet every year she looked for him without success. Sod’s Law that the gentle, easy-to-please parent did 62not return and the stony-faced critic did.

         An image of her mother in the hospital bed, a clawed hand fidgeting with the linen, perhaps disapproving of its thread count, its cleanliness. Never happy, that woman. ‘At least it’s the end of her miseries,’ Jane had told herself when she died, not realising it would be the true start of her own.

         Increasingly, she suspected her mother’s return was about her. The true question was: how many years would a mother return who’d wanted above all to see her daughter settled? Who’d spoken to Jane endlessly of marriage and children. You don’t want to leave it too late. You’re not getting any younger, you know. Why don’t you find a nice man?

         The doorbell pulled her from these thoughts. Here was her nice man now.

         At the mirror she paused to check how she looked, rehearsing the line to explain his ringing – ‘Hello, dear, did you forget your keys again?’ A thought crossed her mind: what if he was charming and handsome and wonderful? What if, in spite of everything she knew about herself, they hit it off and it became the actual thing they were pretending it was? Panicking at the weight she’d given the moment, she drew a breath, mustered a terrified smile and opened the door to her destiny. A large balding man, gasping for air and smelling of beer, squinted back at her. Small eyes in a too-big face. A child’s drawing of a husband.

         ‘You forgot your keys,’ she said with palpable disappointment. It sounded like they’d been unhappily married for thirty years. 63

         ‘Uh?’ the man said loudly.

         ‘Ha!’ Recalling herself to the task in hand, she pretended he’d said something brilliant. ‘Ha ha!’

         The man looked perplexed.

         ‘Just get in,’ she hissed, taking his holdall of personal effects and bustling him inside.

         ‘Are you Jane Turner?’ he asked, a Slavic drag on the consonants.

         ‘I am she,’ she said in a flirtatious voice she did not recognise, trying to give this fumbled introduction the feel of a long-running couple’s game.

         ‘You got a lot of stairs!’

         ‘You say that every time!’ Under her breath, she added, ‘You were meant to call to go through everything.’

         ‘It’s your mother, right?’ the man whispered back. ‘On the flexible partner package?’

         ‘Yes yes. And it’ll be you next year too?’

         ‘That’s the plan.’

         ‘Because I can’t be changing husbands every year.’ Her mother most definitely wouldn’t approve. The hope was it wouldn’t be needed, that living and dead would assume their previous arrangement, but she was taking no chances.

         ‘How long have we been married?’

         ‘Three months.’ She changed her mind. ‘No, nine.’ The honeymoon period was over.

         ‘Where did we meet?’

         ‘At the gym.’ That way, it would seem she’d been exercising too. ‘You’re CRB checked?’ 64

         ‘Certainly.’

         ‘No contagious diseases?’

         ‘No!’

         ‘Because I refuse to take risks with my health.’

         ‘I could ask you the same.’

         Jane glanced over her shoulder to check they were still alone. ‘And you’ve read the file?’

         ‘More or less.’

         ‘Then you know what we’re dealing with here. She … expects my life to be a certain way.’ Jane corrected herself. ‘Expected.’ Tensing, people called it, that wavering between past and present when describing ghosts. The question of pronouns was a separate struggle: were ghosts people or things? ‘If you could drop in any big company names or large figures, that might help.’

         Oh it was horrific! That someone as anxious as her should be reduced to such anxiety-inducing measures.

         In the lounge, Jane’s mother waited.

         ‘Good evening, Mrs Turner,’ said the man. He looked even shabbier in the glare of her mother’s scrutiny. ‘A piece of work’, she’d have called him; her phrase for anyone of whom she didn’t approve. Jane was filled with a delicate, sickly ambivalence: that he was useless, this man, not a serious person, and that she was placing her hopes in him nevertheless.

         She gave a strained smile. ‘Mum, this is—’ And realised that in all her questions she hadn’t asked the man’s name.

         ‘Michael,’ he said. 65

         ‘William,’ Jane said at the same time. ‘Michael William … Williams.’ She closed her eyes in pain.

         Michael said, ‘Something smells good in here!’

         ‘My husband’s been having a few work drinks by the look of it,’ Jane said hurriedly to her mother, cutting him off. Then in a voice only he could hear, ‘Even though he was contractually obliged to be here before nightfall.’

         ‘One or two drinks, yes,’ Michael admitted. ‘But only because I am sad about my wife.’

         Jane glared at him. Michael, paying no attention, took in his surroundings. It was clear he’d never been in the flat before. He produced a battered pack of cigarettes and stuck one in his mouth. ‘Got a light?’

         Jane snatched the cigarette out of his mouth. ‘No. I don’t smoke and neither do you.’

         ‘Hey!’

         She could not read her mother’s face. Was she convinced? Was she happy? Was it enough? Furious about the terrible husband provided, she vowed she’d never do anything so stupid or profligate again. You couldn’t rely on anyone.

         ‘Time to turn in, I think,’ she said through clenched teeth.

         ‘What about dinner?’

         ‘You’re too late for dinner, dear.’ She stressed the d’s poisonously. ‘Time for bed.’

         ‘It’s only half past nine.’

         ‘That happens to be when I, we, go to sleep.’

         ‘Why so early?’

         ‘Because we like to read before lights out.’ Remembering 66her mother, she added loudly, ‘And only read,’ then felt stupid for the prudish addition. Either he was her husband or not.

         ‘All right,’ Michael said. ‘I must be up early for my meeting with Google about the big money anyway.’

         ‘Come on.’ Dragging him from the room, she cast a last look at her mother’s ghost. A strand of hair had come loose and hung down over her face. Jane was moved by a sudden impossible urge to rush back and fix the strand, to lift it from the fine grey features and set it gently behind her ear.

         In the bedroom she bustled about, straightening sheets that didn’t need straightening, double-checking the curtains were completely closed. Michael leaned against the door, sober and sheepish in this personal space. The ghost remained outside. Small mercies.

         Incandescent with embarrassment, Jane tried to lay down the rules. ‘You will sleep on that side.’ She pointed with a trembling finger. ‘I will sleep on this side. I’ve placed a divider in the middle. You should also know that I own the strongest variety of mace commercially available. I will sleep holding this at all times. If you touch me, I will mace you.’

         Michael looked taken aback: this woman meant business.

         ‘If you roll too close to me, I will mace you. If you move the divider, I will mace you. If you breathe in an inappropriate manner, I will mace you. If you try any funny business, anything at all, I will mace you.’

         ‘I already have a wife,’ Michael said.

         ‘That has not stopped men before.’

         He conceded the point with a scrunch of the chin. 67

         ‘You will not burp.’ She sat at the dresser and set about cleaning her face with cotton pads. ‘You will not fart. You will not pick your toenails. You will not turn the lights on. You will not talk. You will not wake me unless the flat is actually on fire. Do you understand?’

         ‘I understand. What time do I go in the mornings?’

         ‘I’m out of the house by seven-thirty so you should be too. Take your bag so it’s vaguely believable that you’re going to a job. Since you’ve shot your mouth off about Google we’ll say you work in IT.’

         ‘I don’t know computers!’

         ‘Neither does she.’

         Shaking his head at this madness, Michael began to undress.

         ‘What are you doing?’ Jane hissed.

         ‘What does it look like?’ His hairy chest and belly were exposed. Around his neck hung a heavily tarnished gold chain, a thick strip of sellotape at the back where it had been shoddily repaired. A surge of feeling passed through her, not sympathy exactly, but some dark cousin, at odds with the other emotions she was wrestling.

         Now the trousers came off, revealing waxy white thighs. Jane’s outrage returned. ‘No!’ she said. ‘Absolutely not!’

         ‘It’s OK. I keep pants on.’

         Stripped down to his boxers, he got into the bed. Jane, still fully clothed, got swiftly and suspiciously in the other side. She kept turned away from him, as close to her edge of the bed as possible, practically falling off it. Plugging in 68her phone to charge, she saw five unread messages from Berenice. A headache for another time. She assembled her eye mask and ear plugs and all her nervous requirements for sleep. For most, sleep was a restful state; not Jane. Her limbs, her fingers, her shoulder bones vibrated with nervous energy. Sandra had compared it to hugging a bag of cats.

         Ready as she’d ever be, she turned off the light. Through the darkness, in a voice heavy with sarcasm, she heard, ‘Good night, dearest wife.’ She lifted one edge of her eye mask.

         ‘And none of that dearest wife stuff,’ she said.

         ‘Or you will mace me. I know.’

         Her one uncovered eye blinked in shock. Then she readjusted herself, lowered the mask, and tried to sleep. Within seconds, the stranger was snoring. All night she listened to the sound.
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         Long past dinner time at the Adeyemis’ and no ghost in sight. The candles had burned low. The spot at the head of the table remained empty, awaiting the guest of honour. The celebratory meal sat untouched, the plantain soggy, the pounded yam cold, the egusi soup congealed. Eddie slouched in his chair, melting with boredom.

         ‘He’ll be here,’ his mum said. ‘He must be running late.’

         ‘Running late?’ Kenzie said. ‘He’s not stuck in traffic.’

         His mum reduced her to ashes with a glance. Kenzie was eighteen but she was still ‘under their roof, under their rules’, like if she thought she was getting her nose pierced she had another think coming.

         ‘He’ll be here.’

         Eddie wondered if he could ask to be excused but thought better of it. He fixed his eyes on one of his sister’s braids.

         ‘What you looking at, you little freak?’ she said.

         He looked quickly away, straight into the furious eyes of his mum.

         ‘Elbows off the table!’ she snapped.

         He whipped his elbows off the table and looked at the wall behind his dad’s head. But even this spot was not safe, 70for there was Jesus on the cross, looking down at him with an equally disapproving expression.

         Perhaps it would be better if he was dead. Then everyone would talk nicely about him, his mum would pay him attention and cook his favourite foods when he visited, his dad wouldn’t make him learn sewing on Saturdays, his sister would let him off the million pounds he owed her. How could he ever pay her back? He got one pound a week pocket money. Nine-year-olds shouldn’t have to deal with this stuff, it wasn’t fair. But if he was dead …

         He wouldn’t have to go to school. No one would make him do stupid chores. He wouldn’t have to brush his teeth or shower on cold mornings. He wouldn’t even need to get out of bed – he could lie in as long as he wanted. Truly, it seemed there were no downsides.

         ‘He’ll come back,’ his mum said. ‘Why wouldn’t he? My boy is such a good boy. Never caused any harm from the moment of his birth. Not like your sister, God help me, I couldn’t sit for a month.’

         ‘Mum!’ Kenzie shouted.

         ‘Always a good, sweet, careful boy. Why would he not?’

         ‘Maybe this is good?’ Auntie Gloria said. ‘Maybe he is at peace.’

         ‘Gloria,’ his mum said, ‘I beg you do not speak.’ Her laser eyes caught Kenzie sneaking chicken off the platter. ‘Kenzie, I swear.’

         ‘It’s already cold!’

         ‘I don’t care!’ His mum turned her fury on his dad. ‘Why 71don’t you say anything? What is wrong with you?’

         His dad, who’d been staring unhappily at a fork for about an hour, made no reply.

         ‘Mum,’ Eddie asked, ‘can I get down?’

         ‘We don’t say “can I” in this house, Edward. We say “please” and “may I”.’

         ‘Please may I get down?’

         ‘No, you may not.’

         Eddie gave a great sigh like his spirit was leaving his body. No one had ever known such hardships.

         A cold gust of wind passed suddenly through the room. The candle flames bucked and struggled, making faces and shadows flicker. Everyone looked at each other, then at the chair at the head of the table. Was it their imagination or was a shape forming there? Yes, everyone saw it, they weren’t going crazy. It was David, in the suit he’d died in. First as just the faintest outline but growing more solid, taking on eyes, a face, hands raised up over the feast as if to say, ‘Here I am.’

         Eddie’s mum was crying and laughing. Because David had come back to them after all, and now even she could admit she’d had her doubts, had wondered privately if they were unblessed. Food and drink were passed around and Eddie had three helpings of chicken and all the Supermalt he could gulp, until he felt kind of sick, and no one stopped him. No one noticed what he did. All eyes were on David. The first year since his passing, the first ghost in the family, no one was sure what to expect. What David felt about it was also hard to say. He didn’t have any obvious feelings. It was like 72looking at him underwater or over bad reception, Eddie thought. You got the basic feel of David but you knew no more than before.

         ‘Eddie,’ his mum said, ‘look happy, your brother is home.’

         First she’d been cross he had not cried when his brother was dead, now she was cross he wasn’t happy his brother was dead. He couldn’t win!

         From where he was sitting, being dead didn’t look like much to smile about after all. He was going right off the idea. For one thing he wouldn’t be able to eat chocolate. Probably even very light chocolates like Wispas or Aeros. People would cook for him, and he’d have to sit there and look at the delicious food without being able to taste a single morsel. Or he’d go see his friends but he wouldn’t be able to play computer games or football. It would be so boring. And Victor would say stupid things and he wouldn’t be able to say, ‘You’re so dumb, shut up.’ He’d have to put up with it. And his mum would say, ‘Eddie is like this,’ and he wouldn’t be able to say, ‘That’s not true! I’m not like that at all!’ Everyone would decide how he was and what he liked and there’d be nothing he could do about it – and this might go on forever. He’d never grow up and drive his own car or be a hard-drinking divorcee cop like Maguire Confidential. He’d be a kid forever.

         No, he’d changed his mind. Being dead was no way to live.

         Everyone else was very happy to have David there, and they were asking him questions even though they knew he couldn’t answer them and putting food on his plate even 73though he couldn’t eat it. Only his dad was quiet. He hadn’t touched the food. He would look at David’s ghost, almost shyly, and then look down again at his empty plate as if embarrassed. No one else seemed to notice. Eddie’s mum and Auntie Gloria kept talking and laughing and telling stories about David to the ghost, who gave little nods which told them he could probably hear what they were saying and was enjoying it. If it wasn’t stories of the past, they were telling him the things they’d planned for him that month. There would be relatives to visit, parties in his honour. They were going on in this way when Eddie’s dad left the room and returned with a picture frame. He held the picture up to the ghost. It was a photo of a grave covered in flowers.

         ‘David,’ he said. ‘This is your grave.’

         His mum and Auntie Gloria stopped talking.

         ‘What in God’s name?’ his mum said.

         ‘David.’ His dad spoke in a calm, level voice. ‘You are dead. We love you, we miss you, but you are dead. You should know this.’

         ‘Samuel,’ his mum hissed. ‘Stop it.’

         ‘We cannot move on with this’ – his dad gestured to the spirit – ‘in front of us. We must let you go, David.’

         The ghost tilted its head slowly in its underwater way. It looked at the faces around the table, one by one. Then it rose and drifted towards the door.

         ‘David, wait,’ Elizabeth said. ‘He does not speak for us.’

         The ghost turned briefly to look at her, then passed through the door. 74

         ‘Kenzie,’ Elizabeth shouted. ‘Go. Bring him back!’

         Kenzie rushed out. The room waited in unbearable silence until she returned. ‘He’s gone,’ was all she said.

         Eddie’s mum was furious like Eddie had never seen. ‘Are you out of your mind?’ she shouted at Samuel. ‘Have you taken leave of your senses? You drove away your own son!’

         ‘I made him face reality. You must face it too. Our son is dead.’

         ‘Have you seen nothing these last five years? Dead does not mean what it used to mean.’

         ‘It means exactly what it has always meant. We’ll go crazy if we start to question it.’

         ‘That’s your decision. Not mine.’

         ‘Life is life. Death is death. The line is the line.’

         ‘The line has never been that clear.’

         ‘He is dead, Elizabeth. I wish it was not so. More than anyone. I didn’t want to say this to you tonight but you will keep pushing.’

         ‘Yes! I will!’ In fury she hurled a bowl of jollof rice at the wall. ‘I will never stop. And if you have driven him away for good, God help you, I will never forgive you.’

         
            *

         

         Eddie lay in bed that night, terrified and confused. He didn’t know which of his parents was right. It seemed wrong to drive away someone who came back – that was like bullying, which was bad. But it also felt wrong to act like everything was happy and normal – that was like lying, which was bad too. Neither his dad’s driving away nor his 75mum’s lying was mean though, which muddled the picture further. He thought of his teacher, Miss Turner. She knew how to handle ghosts. She’d told them all about it. Somewhere out there she was in her teacher’s house (he imagined shelves of textbooks, hundreds of coffee cups), happily and confidently living her life.

         The silence in the flat felt strange and full. He knew his mum was still sitting at the dinner table. A yellowy-white glow from the street light outside seeped through the curtains, showing his drawings on the walls: men with sunglasses and guns and chins like blocks of stone. After his brother died, no one in his drawings had arms or legs for a year. Everyone, including him, was at a loss as to exactly why, though the therapist lady at school said he was probably upset about you-know-what. They’d written a healing letter and she’d promised him a trip to stroke horses at a farm, which had not happened in the end, there was a long waiting list, apparently. Then one day – ta-daa! – the arms and legs came back in his drawings, which meant he was all better, probably.

         He heard his dad’s heavy footsteps going towards the dining room, then his voice speaking softly to his mum. ‘Come on, sweetheart. Let’s go to bed.’

         ‘No. I’m waiting. All night if needs be.’

         ‘Let it go for a moment.’

         ‘Don’t tell me what to do. This is your fault.’

         ‘Why are we talking about fault?’

         ‘You don’t want him here, so he left. You deny your own son. Your own flesh and blood.’ 76

         ‘I deny?’ Anger in his dad’s voice. ‘You keep his stuff like he’s still here. You make Eddie sleep in a shrine.’

         Eddie looked at the empty bed next to his, the shelves full of David’s stuff. Things he’d never been allowed to touch when his brother was alive, which he was still not allowed to touch. After the accident he would sometimes find his mum holding or smelling David’s shirts. ‘I was just checking them,’ she’d say, even though David was dead and didn’t need shirts anymore.

         ‘Don’t tell me how I should feel about my son’s death,’ his mum said angrily. Then softer, she added, ‘It’s not even been a year, Samuel. Let me mourn how I need to mourn.’

         ‘I only tell you because I see how much it hurts you. He is dead and you must let him go.’

         He is dead echoed in Eddie’s head. He tried to swim away from the words but they kept coming back. He is dead.

         ‘If that’s true,’ Eddie heard his mum say, ‘why did he come back to us? If we must let him go, why doesn’t he let us go?’

         Why? Eddie was falling into the word. Why?

         A light, fretful sleep overtook him. He dreamed he was at a birthday party with a slide in the garden that went over a wall, and when he slid down it he found himself in a different world outside the garden and he was suddenly alone. He dreamed (he wasn’t sure if this was the same dream or a new one) that he was lost in a forest of dark trees. In the heart of the forest, a cottage flickered with light. He got the impression there was danger there. But the dream drew him closer, up against the glass. He saw food set out for a great feast. 77It seemed as if no one was there but when he went inside and reached for the food he knew he was being watched, that someone or something was right behind him, waiting.

         He woke with a start. It was deepest darkest night. All was quiet in the house. He felt wide awake and scared. Just tonight he would ask to sleep in his parents’ bed. He was not a baby anymore but there were still times. He opened the bedroom door hush-hush and crept down the hall.

         What he saw in the living room made him forget to breathe. A figure sat at the table: not his mum, not his brother either. A white man, grown up and old, at least twenty-five, his face blurred as if frozen mid-movement. Eddie knew he was dealing with a ghost. That or he was dreaming. You were meant to look at a clock if you thought that – in dreams you could never tell time, the clock hands were always melted or hidden. But the clock below Jesus on the wall clearly said three forty-two.

         Don’t be afraid, Miss Turner had told them at school. If you have nothing to hide you have nothing to fear. But Eddie was terrified. He didn’t know who this ghost was or what it wanted. He didn’t know any dead white men, apart from Mozart and stuff but that was different. This seemed like a mistake. Someone else’s mystery spilling onto him. A crossed channel, a wrong address, and this spirit had ended up here in the middle of the night.

         He wanted to call out for help. His parents could drive the ghost away. But it wouldn’t be like that, he feared. He pictured their tired faces. Oh, Eddie, what is it now? We’re 78all very tired. So it’s a ghost. Is it David? No. Go back to bed.

         ‘Who are you?’ he whispered to the spirit.

         The ghost opened its blurred, juddering mouth to speak or scream but no sound came out. Eddie saw the pale thin lips, the dull white teeth, the mouth’s dark hollow beyond.

         ‘Please …’ Terrified, Eddie invoked the magic word for what good it might do. ‘Please, what do you want?’
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            1

         

         Gideon stood in the reception of The Old Laundry, all smiles. He hadn’t slept, or been home, but a new shirt from his guy on Jermyn Street, a double espresso in the cab (he no longer risked the drive), two more lines in the staff toilet, and he was good to go. Nothing to it. Why did anyone bother with sleep? He had a tremor in the right side of his face which he couldn’t control, and a number of unread messages from security at the Holland Park house, plus the sneaking sensation that if he looked too closely at the cheap materials around him (the laminate glass and fake marble, the artificial potted plants) he’d have a complete mental breakdown, but as long as he didn’t dwell on these things everything was splendid. He’d hand-sell a couple of units, give ’em the old charm offensive, a flash of the profile, then be off. Where, he wasn’t sure. Six family homes and a nightclub, keys to another two hundred flats at his disposal, and he had nowhere to go.

         No time to think about that: the first appointment was here. A short south-Asian man and woman in their fifties coming through the door, with a girl of maybe nineteen. Gideon had never been too good with women’s ages. They were hitting-on age or not, a system of classification he recognised had its limitations. 82

         ‘Mr Ahmed?’ They shook hands. ‘I’m Gideon Carter, the owner of the development.’

         ‘I’ve brought my family. I hope that’s OK.’

         ‘Of course. It’s all about family, isn’t it?’ Gideon’s best smile for mother and daughter, hoping they’d keep their mouths shut. ‘Did you find the place OK?’

         ‘Fine,’ Mr Ahmed said. ‘Though we’ve never been out this way.’

         ‘Naturally. I hadn’t either.’ Should he have admitted that? Too late. Plough on. ‘It’s a vibrant, up-and-coming neighbourhood though, I think you’ll find.’

         ‘When you say vibrant,’ the daughter asked, ‘do you mean gay or full of immigrants?’

         Gideon looked at her open-mouthed, unprepared for the question. He’d meant it was full of immigrants, but it seemed a trap to admit that. ‘I mean it’s full of life,’ he said weakly.

         ‘And death,’ Mr Ahmed said. Seeing Gideon’s alarm, he added, ‘When we were coming here in the cab. This time of year, you know.’

         ‘Oh. Yes. Such a strange time.’

         ‘Our cabbie wouldn’t drive through any ghosts. Honked his horn like they were sheep.’

         Gideon gave what he hoped was an amused smile. ‘Shall we start the tour?’

         He moved them through the lobby at a clip so they didn’t have time to notice the cheapness of everything. Blinding them with promises of parking, 24-hour concierge, a pool. 83Brochures were offered. Mr and Mrs Ahmed accepted; the daughter refused. He watched the girl with caution but she was glued to her phone. She seemed profoundly disinterested in both the development (fair enough) and him (weird and unfair).

         In the show flat, he made a big deal of the living room. The floor-to-ceiling windows, the historical details – these would impress them. Some of the building’s original features had been retained. He didn’t mention they almost certainly would not feature in whichever flat they bought.

         ‘I like this old beam,’ Mr Ahmed said.

         ‘Yes.’ Gideon searched for the phrase. ‘It’s so evocative.’

         ‘Excuse me.’ It was the daughter again. ‘I’m sorry, that doesn’t mean anything.’

         ‘Darling,’ Mrs Ahmed said, ‘don’t be rude.’

         ‘You can’t just say something’s evocative. Evocative of what?’

         ‘Darling.’

         ‘What does this beam evoke for you, Mr Salesman?’

         This fucking girl. Gideon was sweating, all the poisons he’d put in his body last night forcing their way out. He had the sudden feeling he wasn’t wearing enough cologne.

         ‘I’m so sorry,’ Mrs Ahmed said.

         ‘Quite all right.’ Big smile. Show them as many professionally whitened teeth as possible. Dazzle the fuckers. ‘I mean it’s evocative of the building’s past,’ he told the girl. ‘We’re very sensitive of heritage in our projects. We like to keep the original character as much as possible.’ 84

         ‘By calling something The Old Laundry and putting a clapped-out mangle in the lobby?’ the girl said.

         Gideon couldn’t even force a laugh. If he didn’t keep moving he would kill this girl. A flash of nausea at the thought, something coming up from the depths.

         ‘Through here we have the bedrooms.’

         Into the first: wardrobe, dimmer switches, south facing. Was he talking too fast? His heart was racing. The husband and wife seemed oblivious but he sensed the girl was on to him. Desperate for air, he opened a window. The ledge of this new flat was already grimy. He felt grit in his fingerprints. The family watched him, unsure what they were being shown.

         ‘Isn’t it something?’ he said, wanting to be far away.

         Deep breaths – ‘That air!’ while inhaling ordinary polluted London air, keep it together keep it together – and on to the second bedroom.

         ‘Naturally it’s a little smaller than the oth—’ His words froze. Two ghosts in hard hats and hi-vis construction overalls stood in the middle of the room. One held a drill in his hand, the other a tape measure. They glanced at the tour party, then resumed their phantom construction.

         ‘Oh shit.’ The girl pushed past Gideon to get a better look.

         ‘I assure you I didn’t know about this,’ Gideon said truthfully.

         ‘You’ll struggle selling these with a ghost issue,’ the girl said.

         Mr and Mrs looked uncertain. They were no longer telling their daughter to be quiet or watch her manners. 85

         ‘It’s not necessarily connected to the development,’ Gideon said.

         ‘What are you talking about? They’re your ghosts.’

         ‘No way to know that.’

         ‘They’re wearing jackets with the contractor’s name on.’

         ‘That would be an issue for the contractor then.’

         ‘Aren’t you the contractor too? CC Construction? Charles Carter?’ The girl gasped. ‘Did these guys die on the job?’

         ‘I … don’t think so.’ Gideon’s head was killing him. If this demon girl (another tremor from the depths) could shut up for one minute.

         ‘You didn’t put that in the brochure, did you?’

         He shouldn’t have had those extra lines. His adrenaline was spiking horribly, flustering him, fumbling his words. ‘Let’s not rush to …’ He needed to gather his thoughts but the girl wouldn’t stop.

         ‘Impressive views of corporate manslaughter.’

         ‘Oh give it a rest, you little shit!’ Gideon cried.

         Silence. The ghosts looked over. Could you keep it down, their expressions said. We’re in the middle of something here.

         ‘We should go,’ Mr Ahmed said.

         ‘Yes,’ said his wife.

         ‘I’m so sorry.’ Recomposing himself, Gideon followed them out. ‘It’s the shock. I don’t know what came over me.’

         Mr Ahmed smiled tightly. Mrs Ahmed hammered on the button for the lift. Their daughter smirked at Gideon, victorious.

         ‘If you have any further questions—’ 86

         ‘Yes yes.’ Mr Ahmed ushered his family into the lift. ‘We have the brochure.’ The doors closed promptly on the sale.

         It was the girl’s fault. She’d baited him. Though if he’d gone easier on the substances and got some sleep and not had his own shit to deal with, he might’ve handled it better. Then again, why should he have to handle it better? Why should Gideon Carter have to save anyone’s feelings?

         He wanted to tell his father he’d have nothing more to do with the flats. It was beneath him. With the club and the various portfolio investments, he had enough on. But he wouldn’t say it. His father would fix him with those piercing eyes – Christ, it was like being hunted by an eagle – and say Gideon had no clue how to run a club and left it all to others (besides which, the old man might add, the club was in the toilet, financially speaking, so if Gideon was running it he was doing a stinking job). He’d say these ‘various portfolio investments’ of Gideon’s were managed by brokers and that his sole involvement was logging into an app occasionally to see if the value had gone up or down (congratulating himself and telling others if it had gone up, blaming his brokers if it had gone down). Gideon could give these answers to a girl in a bar, or to himself; they’d never fly with his father. And always in the background was the threat his father might bring up ‘that little matter with the car’. Gideon was in the red forever and would do what Daddy said.

         He phoned the lobby and cancelled the rest of the week’s viewings. His parents wouldn’t be back until the grand ball in a fortnight, the big society party they threw every year. At 87some point he’d have to explain this decision to his father, but he couldn’t face that conversation now.

         ‘Hi, Dad. How are the islands?’

         ‘What are you, my travel agent? Have you sold any units or what?’

         ‘Honestly?’

         ‘Of course honestly, you moron.’

         And so on.

         He wished he was on a horse, galloping through fields. Riding always cleared his head. On a horse’s back, moving at speed, you couldn’t think of anything except the moment. The animal in a lather beneath, pushing itself frantically; Gideon liked to think it was working out his problems for him. In a lonely, miserable childhood, these had been his happiest moments.

         It would be all right. This was London. You could sell a shoebox for half a million. They’d flog the flats after Ghost Month, make no mention of hauntings, then it was the buyers’ problem. Blindsiding was par for the course. A certain amount of moral murk was expected. Hell, it was priced in. You bought any property in London, someone along the line had got screwed or died, or both. Buyers’ hands were as dirty as developers’. They might not like to admit it, but they knew what was going on. Hard deeds. Hard choices. The way of things all over. London property was full of ghosts. His friends Archie and Mirabelle viewed this Victorian place in Fulham … (Would Gideon call them friends? He didn’t like them, but that reasoning was a category error: he didn’t like lots of his friends.) They’d walked into the living room and found 88the ghost of an old man lying on the sofa eating phantom peanuts out of a phantom bowl. ‘That’s Mr Barker, he comes with the house,’ the estate agent said, like it was on-site parking or a garden studio.

         While these Old Laundry ghosts could be dismissed easily enough, they’d brought the threat of his own trouble closer. He paced the show flat, phone to his ear, waiting for the Holland Park house security to pick up. Catching his reflection in a mirror, he saw a waxy Madame Tussaud’s version of him staring back. Christ almighty, he needed one of those not a ghost badges they gave out to the elderly and infirm.

         ‘Yes, sir?’

         ‘Finally. What’s the situation over there?’

         ‘You’ve seen the videos?’

         ‘But how is it right now?’

         ‘One. As described.’

         ‘He’s there?’

         ‘Yes, sir.’

         He inspected a fruit bowl on the show flat kitchen counter. The fruit was fake. Hollow apples. Shiny bananas.

         ‘Is he following the doubles?’

         ‘Seems to be. For a while at least. Then it’s like he senses they’re not …’

         ‘Not what?’

         ‘Not you.’

         ‘Keep those doubles busy. Moving around. Making noise. Being as me as possible. Round-the-clock distraction, OK? At the house, and the club too.’ 89

         It was under control. He had a system. The system was: pay other people to deal with it. What was the point of being rich if not to protect yourself from unpleasant things?

         He could have gone to Goa for the month, as his guru had suggested. But he could already see himself sleepless in a fucking ashram, spying death in the darkly swaying trees. He couldn’t be anywhere remote or nature-bound. The quality of darkness changed this season. Night was deeper. Cities were one thing; forests brimmed with limitless horror. Was that a ghost? What about that? Peering closer, forgetting to breathe.

         ‘Give thanks every day,’ was his guru’s advice. ‘List the things you are grateful for.’

         Now he tried to do the breathing his guru had taught him and give thanks. What was good in his life? He was grateful for his health, even if he was about one dab of powder short of a full-blown panic attack. He was grateful for his wealth, even though it meant being forever in his father’s debt. He was grateful for his long-suffering girlfriend, Millie, though she didn’t understand. ‘We’re spending the first night of the season together like a proper couple,’ she’d told him last night in the club, resting her head on his shoulder. Like his living nightmare was a date for them.

         Enough of the disclaimers. His guru would not approve. He was grateful for this body. For this life. For this crisp new shirt against his skin, even if a clammy coke sweat had taken the edge off that crispness. He was grateful for his Audemars, though Carlo then got the exact same watch and now no 90one remembered who got it first. Often these days he sensed the pettiness of his pride. But this was about gratitude, about taking his mind off things. He was grateful for his Ferrari. He was grateful for his Porsche. He was grateful for the covers which stayed on the Porsche at all times, for what they hid from sight. He was grateful the blood had washed off. Once more his mind was straying but he couldn’t help it … He was grateful the metal had almost entirely hammered smooth again. He was grateful he’d barely had time to glimpse the mangled limbs, the agonised eyes, the full extent of the carnage, though he’d still seen more than enough. He was grateful that the man responsible was in jail, that justice had been served. Yet it hadn’t saved him, golden Gideon, from a life of wreck and trauma. He couldn’t unhear the sound of metal hitting flesh, couldn’t stop thinking he might have done more. The Harley Street shrink’s diagnosis was PTSD, except post-traumatic stress hardly covered it when your trauma could physically walk back into your life one month a year. Nothing ‘post’ about that. He was grateful his problem had not found him yet, and he’d be eternally grateful if it failed to find him for the next twenty-nine days. His whole life hung by that slender thread.

         
            *

         

         Days and nights passing. Lying low. Skipping between hotels. A few nights at The Ritz, a couple at The Connaught, a night when nothing else was available at a ghastly four-star Hilton. His phone ringing unanswered in darkened rooms. Company did not appeal; sleep was impossible. TV offered no 91escape: it could think of nothing except ghost-related concerns. Current affairs programmes argued over what rights, if any, the dead should have; if the correct term should be ‘people without pulses’. One much-repeated advert, shot in Heaven-like aesthetics, intoned, Death doesn’t discriminate – and neither do we, at our fully inclusive resorts, now with after-life care … The Prime Minister, an old Etonian like Gideon who also looked like he hadn’t slept in weeks, smirkingly announced the country faced an unknown future but would persevere. The news reported a spate of suicides: bottles of poison found at the scenes. Promises of a painless future. Gideon absorbed these messages in the television’s diseased light.

         He suspected it was only a matter of time before his problem found him. Wherever he ran, whatever he did, ‘it’ was always out there, plodding slowly towards its target. He might fool it for a while, buy himself a couple of days, but it was coming for him, inevitable, unstoppable. He caught echoes wherever he went. Shadows in the corner of his vision. A ghost face glinting beneath a hotel porter’s cap. A whispered name on a stranger’s lips.

         He picked up the phone precisely once, to Millie when she’d rung about a million times.

         ‘Giddy? Is that you?’

         ‘Millie, I’ve told you not to call me that.’

         ‘Giddy, what’s going on? I don’t hear from you for days.’

         ‘I’ve been busy.’

         ‘Where are you? Where’ve you been?’ 92

         ‘Here and there.’ He was back at The Ritz, pacing a darkened suite on another late summer afternoon, every window covered for fear of what it might reveal. A line of salt and flickering candles at the door served as a threshold over which, it was claimed, the dead could not cross. Others swore by nails wrapped with string or plaited blades of grass, but he distrusted loops and ties, knots a child could unpick.

         Was he seeing someone else, Millie wanted to know. Was it Lucy? That horse-faced bitch. While it was true he’d often cheated on Millie, and she’d accused him of it almost as often (the woman had a sixth sense; she was wasted in PR, she should’ve been working for a hedge fund or the military), how to explain she was wrong on this occasion? How to explain all he was doing was living in fear, all he was thinking about was the end of his life as he knew it? Snatching paranoid glimpses of the world through car windows and hotel drapes. Terrified of seeing anyone or anything. How to explain all that?

         She’d thought he was acting strange in the club last week. And yesterday at his house a guy with his haircut had answered the door and said in a thick French accent, ‘Millie, everyfing is oh-kay.’ What the hell was going on? It was like Invasion of the Body Snatchers, but with, like, hot French guys. Hadn’t he explained? They’d joked about it that first night at Ritizzi’s: what a double would or wouldn’t do, what you could make anyone do if you paid them enough.

         Millie wanted to see him. Tonight, at the club. As his girlfriend – if that’s what she still was – it was the least she 93deserved. Her and her ultimatums, when he had the devil at his back. He was terrified of going, but if he didn’t it was like, who was he? Golden Gideon couldn’t hide. The rules could not apply to him, he told himself, drawing back a curtain to peer down Piccadilly, scanning for the demon dead.

         
            *

         

         Millie and her friend Ginevra sat in a corner booth of Ritizzi’s stabbing straws into their Cosmopolitans, furious at what pigs men were.

         ‘Ladies,’ he said, ignoring the death stares and squeezing in. ‘Mils, you look incredible. Ginevra, always a pleasure.’ He worked best on people using this approach: compliments, direct eye contact, a slightly crooked smile suggesting a bashfulness which was not in fact the case. He was impressive over short distances, like a sprinter.

         ‘Uh-oh. Incoming charm offensive,’ Millie said.

         ‘Acting like butter wouldn’t melt,’ Ginevra said, leaving them to it with a look he suspected was flirtatious. He could probably have seduced her, he thought, if he wasn’t soaked in dread.

         Looking around the club, he saw a shabby old spirit gnawing an apple core by the VIP section. This was meant to be an exclusive Mayfair hangout, for God’s sake. And there was nothing you could do about it. About any of it. It made him sick.

         At the bar, the gang held court. Carlo with an arm around Raf’s shoulder in a sort of wrestling hold, young bucks sparring for sport. Gideon felt a great boredom seeing them. 94Nothing had changed in their lives, they were the same knuckleheads as ever. Gideon twisted beyond recognition while they went on. He kept his head down. Only a few days had passed and already he was on the other side of the glass.

         He shifted closer to Millie, making the calf leather squeak beneath him. This beautiful mottled leather had cost a fortune, then he’d lit the club so low you couldn’t see it. ‘Millie, I’m being followed, OK? That’s why I haven’t been around.’

         ‘Oh God, Giddy.’ Instantly, Millie’s anger gave way to concern; she was still his, after all. ‘Have you told the police?’

         ‘They can’t do anything. It’s a ghost problem.’

         ‘But that’s good. Ghosts can’t harm you, right? Though I’ve seen some mean-looking ones about—’

         ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’ He couldn’t tell her any more than the guys. They all knew about the crash and Leon; they’d been sympathetic when it happened. But slowly the sympathy had faded and the crash stopped being mentioned, until making it a reason for anything seemed pathetic. Character is fate, his father liked to say. What the old man meant by character was strength, determination, ruthlessness; by fate he meant success. What the phrase meant for Gideon felt more like a punishment since the crash. The snobbishness he admired in himself and others meant when things got rough he had nowhere to turn. His callousness had led him to a pass where in his moment of need he saw only callousness mirrored back.

         ‘OK,’ Millie said, ‘but why is a ghost after you?’ 95

         ‘I don’t know!’ He wanted to tell her it was random, like that ghost orchestra on Bayswater, but instead blurted out, ‘I think it’s to do with the accident.’

         ‘That was resolved, wasn’t it?’

         He couldn’t answer that. On the dance floor one of his doubles danced madly to the music, living his, Gideon’s, life and having a much better time of it.

         ‘Poor Giddy.’ Millie tousled his hair and kissed his cheek. ‘What an awful, sucky thing for you.’

         She was already losing interest, he could tell. She might ask a question here or there, but only to maintain the sounds of two people speaking. She wanted conversation without the calories. God forbid her enquiries were answered at any length.

         ‘Maybe I deserve it,’ he said. ‘I was in the car.’

         ‘Of course you don’t. How could you?’

         The note of doubt in her voice unnerved him. ‘I mean,’ he added, ‘who knows what ghosts want?’

         ‘Oh my God, you should see my psychic! She’s amazing.’

         ‘You have a psychic?’

         ‘Babe, everyone has a psychic these days. Madame Juvier. Look her up.’

         The offer did not appeal. Already he’d consulted an exorcist (£300 to burn a bunch of sage) and a sin-eater (£300 to eat a cake), both a total waste of time. He had his doubles on round-the-clock rotation (a quick survey of the Holland Park CCTV on his phone showed a Gideon making a sandwich as another Gideon took a bath as another Gideon played 96billiards). He had familiarised himself with all the advice on deterring spirits, for what good it might do him. Don’t whistle after dark. Don’t eat meat or go barefoot. Don’t wear anything second-hand (as if he would). Don’t have sex (as if in his condition he could).

         The streets were still busy with both living and dead when he slunk back towards The Ritz alone. The revellers and tourists seemed to take it so easily, treating the ghosts’ arrival as a novelty, or minor inconvenience at worst, rather than the plague it was. He kept to the shadows, feeling horribly exposed. Somewhere close by a preacher was shouting, ‘You’ll enjoy it. You’ll laugh till you cry. Jesus. Check him out.’ A busker playing the saxophone gave the night a melancholy edge. Gusts of wind rolled an empty can around the gutter, making a hollow racket which rattled his nerves.

         Even in Mayfair, the dead’s corrupting presence could be seen and felt. Several high-value buildings stood empty, hastily boarded up with GHOSTS HERE spray-painted across the plywood or the commonly used symbol of a ghost, a white shroud with grinning mouth and black eyes.

         Wet, bare footprints on the pavement caught his attention. Human, or close to it, leading off down a dark alley to his left. He followed the prints unwillingly, drawn by some horrible compulsion. The greasy alley narrowed towards a blind corner. As Gideon reached it, a shoeless figure stepped out into his path. To his horror, he saw a face he knew: a young black man with unblinking eyes, a face from newspaper clippings and court cases, a face he had seen die. Once 97handsome, now it was drained and ravaged; the handsomeness only made it worse to see it so decayed.

         The ghost thrust a hand forward. Gideon felt an icy force cut into his chest. Cold dead fingers curled around his heart. He gasped as the breath left his body. In his mind he saw a woman going about her life somewhere in the city. He knew the woman was the ghost’s mother and he felt her hurt and desolation like it was his own. Greater than his own: he’d never allowed himself to feel that much about anything. He saw a city of the dead, a teeming mass of ghosts, and he felt their hopes and dreams, again like they were his own. He didn’t know if it was a vision of where they’d come from – heaven or hell – or somewhere on this plane, in his London. Anything was possible now. The image – so total, so real – filled him with despair.

         The icy fingers released his heart. With a sharp intake of breath he was back in the dark Mayfair alley. The figure was gone.

         What had happened? It was as if for one moment he’d felt care and concern for other people. He hoped never to experience anything so awful again.
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         She was dead, surely. Her eyes were in darkness, her body was in darkness, her mind was in darkness. She didn’t know or feel anything. Yet she was thinking this thought. How? Some stub of that question came to her through the darkness and lit a tiny fire. She pulled herself closer to that little flame. The flame was shy and uncertain and seemed it would blow out. She shielded and coaxed it.

         Come on. Don’t give up now.

         Why she thought that she did not know. But there it was.

         The flame grew bigger. It lit the darkness around, spreading out from her centre. The shape of the fire felt familiar – she recognised it was a body. She was looking down at this body with the fire but she was also in it. Hold on – it was her body. When she saw that, she felt she was a person with two arms and two legs and a head with blood beating madly in it. She felt a cord running up her spine into the root of her brain, blasting out sore regular pulses. Sensed tissue and muscle and other necessary soft matter. Felt distinct itches underneath the filthy cast on her arm. Starting to grasp the situation, she said to herself, You’re alive. That must be it. You’re alive.

         She didn’t feel alive – until she coughed and it hurt. No, she was alive, how could this be. 99

         OK, you’ve been in bad fixes before. No need to panic. Do the basics. What’s your name? Go from there.

         Errr

         L something

         Lily?

         No. Lil.

         But those were just letters put together to make a word. What did it mean to say she was Lil? She didn’t have an answer to that. She was not ready for that level of enquiry. And she knew if she went down that road there would be more questions, harder questions.

         Forget it. Open those eyes (more pain) and see the world. Take in the scenery. Where have you slept out this time? (Or passed out – it had been a long time since she could clearly say which. More of a chicken-and-egg situation these days with the sleep and the booze.) Depending on the day, this might be a wasteland or park. Might be a group of tourists nearby taking photos (occupational hazards of being a central London down-and-out). Now assume the slow business of taking human form. Let the mind make rising thoughts until the body eventually complies. Up on your feet (pain there also) and greet the day, feeling like old meat stapled together, reporting for duty nevertheless. Not dead after all. Not over the other side, which to tell it straight might not have been so bad. In death you might be reunited with her. Talk to her. Hold her. Smell the top of her head that smelled like nothing else on earth.

         But you’re not with her. Not yet. There’s no avoiding the 100fact that, against all odds, you remain alive.

         This was her routine. Wake in horror, stumble into the world, rustle up some cash. Go on with the business of life while never getting clean enough to look her child in the face. One heady day looped over and over, always graft and doubt until she snatched a drink from the jaws of doom – before waking the next day crocked and sick to do it all again. Except each time the window of opportunity got a little narrower, the security guards a little wiser, the friends a little wobblier, the cops a little meaner, the voice in her head a little louder (see her, get clean), her legs a little stiffer, her odds a little shorter.

         She wouldn’t let it bother her. This was the golden rule: don’t let anything bother you. People, situations, things. Which sometimes required a more active avoidance than others. Certain topics of conversation she would not tolerate full stop. Couldn’t look at children or families for fear of what it would unleash. The sudden punch of the life she might have had, the person she would be now. The deadly knowledge that she was still a mother, however horrific and redundant that truth was. As for her daughter, the person always at the back of her mind, if Lil got enough drink down on a given day she could just about live in the same world as the thought of her, anaesthetised from the sharpest edges of that absence.

         When people asked her how she was, she told them great, never better, top of the world. She got strange looks for saying she was top of the world while lying in the dirt, but it 101was a question of mindset. A matter of not letting the fear in. She wasn’t scared of the cold or damp. She wasn’t scared of the street teams or key workers who wanted her to fill out twelve thousand forms to see if she was eligible for hopes and dreams. She wasn’t scared of the supermarket security guards, catch her if they can. She wasn’t scared of the preachers and Jesus freaks who wished to save her wounded soul, or those raging protestors, they could smash her head in if they liked. She wasn’t scared of the police who hassled her but had no better solutions. She wasn’t scared of the night shelters with their rooms of eyes glinting like spiders’ nests, watching for your sleep, for the moment you dropped your guard. She wasn’t scared of these things, though she wanted no part of them. She wasn’t scared of the bottle, though every bit of her ached and her arm was still in plaster from when she had fallen, wasted, some time back. She wasn’t scared of brown or white or spice, horses for courses, though she did not personally partake. Whatever worked. Whatever closed the lidless inner eye. She wasn’t scared of getting pissed on during the night or kicked to death in her sleeping bag or set on fire or any other way people might think to amuse themselves at her expense. These things might happen, they might not. Pointless worrying about mights and maybes when the worst had already happened.

         She did not care, was the thing. Felt nothing, which was how come she had no fear. Her heart was a blackened stump, a tree struck by lightning. Turned out the secret to life was to be dead inside. And she had almost mastered the art. Almost 102because sometimes, try as she might, she felt a flare in the old spot, in that blasted region of the heart. For those around her mostly, the ragged group of misfits and addicts and exceptionally short-term thinkers she now called friends. Watching Terry-with-the-leg putting on his one shoe, or Steve wrestling devils in his dreams, or Mungo writing in his tattered diary the little things he’d learned about the world, she felt the ancient muscle tweak and twinge. And now, with the dead returned, she couldn’t help looking out for her lost child. Her girl with the inquisitive bursting voice too big for the body which held it. That Machiavelli of bath and bedtime who could twist anyone round those little fingers – all right, one more story, just one. Sometimes, it was true, Lil thought of her. So, God’s honest, she still cared more than she admitted, more than she was in a position to afford.

         She’d meant to get clean for her little girl and she’d failed. Stumbled at the first hurdle. Did she blame Steve and the others? Hardly. No one was putting a gun to her head and making her drink. Did she blame herself? Not even. At this advanced level of demolition, such questions weren’t worth asking. It had happened, it would keep happening.

         Clean or not, she had her hands full in these dead days, between begging and drinking and stopping everyone killing each other. Steve was especially salty. Usually with Mungo for encouraging the dead in small, naive ways. Lil would try to calm things down. It’s all right. Easy. She was the only one who could talk to Steve when he was like this. A guy tried to tell him take it easy, take his arm? Steve would lay him out. 103

         Then there’d be Mungo to tend to and his wounds to patch up. (The energy all this required, a woman in her condition.) He was a strange little man, the sort of person kids laughed at and dogs wanted to bite, and she felt protective of him. She’d tell Mungo, Ignore Steve, it’s a hard time for him. Like it wasn’t for her. And Mungo would say he couldn’t do nothing about that, could he? He phrased many of his statements as questions, as if he wasn’t sure he understood the facts of his own life.

         Mother Teresa, Terry called her. She wouldn’t let any of them sink completely.

         Times like this she’d have loved to scream at Steve for being this constant liability, being so shitty to Mungo who wouldn’t hurt a fly. He thought he was the only one with problems? Everyone out here was haunted by something. But Steve could be told nothing when he was in this state and when calm he looked so haggard she felt only pity. Under the layers of rock he was soft as mush. Once she’d done a trial shift in the shelter canteen and Steve went about telling people he was the friend of a social worker now. So proud of her tiny victories it broke her heart.

         Don’t leave me with these fuckers, he’d tell her. And she’d say she wasn’t going anywhere. But since the month began a desperation had crept into his voice. Sometimes she’d catch him giving her long looks she didn’t know the meaning of and dreaded to guess. Sometimes he’d take her arm – Lil, I got to tell you – and she’d flinch, hating it when people had something to say. 104

         You matter to me, he’d tell her. You know that?

         I know.

         And if you ever …

         She never let him finish the thought. A terrible premonition would arise – the blossoming feelings, the great declaration – and she’d spit out, Fuck’s sake, Steve, you’re not going weird on me, are you? Steve’s face would harden. No. He wasn’t going weird.

         Lil absorbed their complaints, hopes and fears while never sharing her own. Some faces show everything that’s inside. Every passing cloud of feeling. Others show nothing. You look harder, imploring, some feeling must be there, but what lies beneath is a closed domain. Whatever lives there lives in darkness and will be taken to the grave.

         Occasionally she’d ask herself how she ended up with these people. Steve with his endlessly violent responses. Terry whose twenty-year heroin habit had left him with a face the texture and colour of unmodelled clay – not to mention one less leg (the nickname ‘with-the-leg’ was ironic, like ‘Little John’). Mungo she’d found in the stall of a women’s public lavatory telling himself, Pants up, trousers up, then we leave the toilet. These were not ‘normal’ functioning people. Yet they were all she had.

         In truth, she knew why she was with them. She shared one crucial trait: they each in their own way could not face the world. But the world remained out there, waiting, whether she liked it or not.

         
            *

         

         105One sunny day, a nice day if you were inclined to such thoughts, she was crossing Leicester Square on a booze run, eschewing various closer establishments where her custom was not welcome. London seemed particularly bleak today. The electric billboards oozing light. The sluggish gawking ghosts – more tourists, the last thing this city needed. The portrait artists who’d adapted their signs for the season. Regular price for you AND ghost two for one. The working girls openly soliciting alongside the tourist tat. Tough times for sex workers – many johns seeking to reform, to indulge no more. And if the girl was haunted, by a parent or other johns, forget it, few punters keen on that … Broken placards and bottles from the nightly protests littered the pavement, the rubbish giving the square a sharp rancid smell, a staleness that made everything even more dowdy and sad.

         Lily? A passer-by said her old name with a quick smile, fond and shy and pained at the same time. It is Lily, isn’t it?

         Lil stopped.

         It’s Serena. We met at the bereavement group? How are you?

         The word ‘bereavement’ was a kick in the head. It wasn’t a word Lil used. She vaguely remembered the woman and felt ashamed that someone from her old life had recognised her. She mumbled she was great, yeah. Her arm itched beneath the dirty cast.

         Good, said the woman, clearly not believing it. We missed you. 106

         The bereavement group had been useless. Lil hadn’t missed it at all.

         You still do that? she asked, maintaining the conversation so she could ask for money.

         I go to one round here now. Thursdays. You should come.

         Yeah … no. Why tear herself to pieces all over again? What she wanted was a drink. Staying well, Terry-with-the-leg called it. The trick was to always stay well. When you got sober, horrors announced themselves.

         You don’t have any change, do you? I’m trying to get a drink.

         It’s not even midday, said the woman. In her world everything was black or white, right or wrong. You didn’t drink before a certain o’clock. People like that, there was a way things were and a fix for every problem. You lost everything you loved, you went to a bereavement group and started the healing process. You got haunted, you wrote a placard saying you didn’t like it and wanted it to stop. That was not Lil’s world. Her world was grey. People who lived in the black-and-white world got spooked when they glimpsed the grey world. It made them nervous. It didn’t add up.

         You know, Lily, drink is not the answer.

         A thing they never told you about street drinking was the number of lectures you got. The lectures would bore you rigid. God’s honest truth, she was lectured more often than she was drunk. The work-drunk balance was completely out of whack.

         She wanted to tell the woman, Relax, bitch, what business 107is it of yours? I’m only harming myself and those closest to me. But somehow you couldn’t say that. It never came out right.

         Anyway, lovely catching up, goodness me is that the time, she must be getting on. She was a very busy woman. You simply would not believe where the days went. Like water through her fingers.

         Fucking do-gooders. If Lil had a house and a job she’d still have a hole in her heart the size of Alaska. What difference would it make if she was sober or not?

         Into the offy like a fucking bullet. Beeline for the fridges. Cans of super-strength clawed from the depths. Sprawl of change across the counter. Suspicions of the vendor as he scrutinised.

         It’s two pounds short.

         I’ll owe you.

         You already owe me.

         Unable to face the others, she took herself off to the park by the Embankment. Slowly the booze and nature got her mind off things. Started getting a greater notion of the tree she sat beneath. Its size and scale. Its craggy breathing face and deep drinking roots. Lines of bark swam in her vision. A moiré effect, that was. The person she used to be, before her head fell off, popped into her brain at unexpected moments with details of the world she’d drowned in drink. A submerged civilisation inside her, steeples and columns and buildings with calligraphic lettering beneath a cider sea.

         She imagined the little ants and other critters going about 108their business on the highways of the bark. The leaves turning to drink the sun’s light. These leaves and roots and branches all working to get what they needed or the whole body would die. And around the tree, the great machine of the city. This too was a living thing. The cabbies and hex hawkers and back-alley preachers and guards with faces like punched fish, the sparrows in the fountains and rats licking bottletops and every other living London thing – each working for what they needed. They needed and she needed. But she had it rough with her needing. Sunlight wasn’t a hard need for the trees, cabbies always had fares, but everyone was trying to stop her getting what she needed – when she had good reasons for her needs, better than most.

         The woman’s words hung about her, offering help, pulling her back to a time when she sat with strangers in strip-lit rooms trying to make sense of her tragedy. A time before drink, when she still came home to a husband, when she still had a home to come home to, albeit a home of drawings and toys and a million other sharp fragments, the fallout of a nuclear family less bearable than any ditch or underpass.

         Don’t touch the wound, she told herself. You could sit around all day thinking about what happened to you and why.

         The moment of peace and wonder had gone. She felt rotten. Look at that: she’d forgotten to tell herself life was good, top of the world, and she’d run straight into problems. She squinted at the tree, trying to recall her untroubled state of a moment ago, but some sediment of her past had been unsettled. The bark was the colour of her lost one’s eyes, the rustling 109leaves little fingers of a playing hand. When she turned from the tree and focused on the road along the Embankment, the far-away figures looked like children plodding home. The darkness of the bushes spoke of sharp little silhouettes and gap-toothed mouths.

         Suddenly thoughts of her child were everywhere. The waves were upon her. Memories crushed her. How could she live like this? Again her mind travelled towards help, telling someone, anyone, her grief.

         No. It was her fault. She hadn’t pushed the grief down far enough.

         Her arm itched furiously beneath the cast. She could bear it no more. The doctors had said she mustn’t take it off, it would be a few weeks yet, but why should she trust them? Everyone thought they knew what was best for her without having a clue. She clawed and wrestled with the cast, ripping at the stupid blasted thing, rubbing it against the tree, scratching both it and the bark she’d recently admired all to pieces. Her arm felt tender beneath but she didn’t care. She must prise it off, she must forget. It hurt like hell to forget, to do that to her child, but it hurt worse to remember.

         She saw she had company. A ring of pale ghosts had gathered round her. Stop looking at me! she cried. Fuck off! She swung her crumbling cast at them. Leave me be! Sections of the gauze were visible and she chewed at it, eyeballing the dead while she did like a jealous dog with a bone. It was her arm, wasn’t it? She could smash it and chew it if she wanted to. The ghosts watched her with silent concern. 110

         
            *

         

         Days with the gang in Green Park or the stretch along the Embankment. Nights on the cold earth with Steve unconscious beside her. Every time a sense of having made it through another round for no reason or wish of her own. Life streaking on without end, blurred events of unknown consequence. Diary of a derelict: I might have been here. Asking people for change without saying what she’d lost. Because people didn’t want to hear how that delicate blonde hair would shine in the sun like gold poured between cups. Didn’t want to know the coroner afterwards said the injuries were consistent with a fall from a twenty-storey building. Didn’t want to know how in court the man responsible had sat there, emotionless, or how she, Lil, had kept hoping he’d see the hugeness of what he’d done. They didn’t want to know she now saw how hopeless hope was, that it was only more salt in the wound. They didn’t want unpleasant facts (she could sympathise, she had that inclination too). People wanted to feel good – they gave nothing if you made them feel bad.

         Faces coming through the fog to hassle or give life advice. Outreach workers telling her did she know they cared. Security guards who with the utmost concern moved her on for being on private property. Shopkeepers kicking her out, before she’d even nicked anything sometimes, with language that left quite a bit of politeness to be desired. Distasteful scenes, the guards and police and social workers being great ones for hysteria at every opportunity. Her shouting over the 111whole ugly hubbub, trying to make some point she’d half the time forgotten. Yes, officer, she may have had a drink, what of it?

         Because, her point was, what would it take for a person who lived every second of their life in public to be left alone? Aside from ending yourself conclusively. And even that was no longer such a guarantee. Sweet mercy, what would it take for everyone to just let you be?

         She had meant to get clean for her child and failed. Tripped over her own feet as it were. There was nothing more to say, nothing more to do but keep drinking, keep falling out of the world. Yet every time she told herself that, some tendril of life would tweak the old heart muscle despite herself. Seeing a creep harassing a girl one night, Lil chased him off with curses and for the next four nights, however blasted, was at that spot to make sure no woman got similar. Waking to the new and worrying development of Steve’s calloused hand stroking her shoulder and her gently deflecting his advances. It’s the month making you think things, forget it, go to sleep – feeling pity for him when she might have felt rage or fear or simply nothing. Catching fearful, hopeful glimpses of figures which might be her girl. Once even running up to a child turned away – for a second she had been so sure. Aching to see her again, pained as the days passed and her child did not return. Pained, also, that if she did she would find Lil in this state.

         All these things whispered that the world was not done with her yet.
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         Life had returned to a queasy sort of normal. School days. The daily commute. The usual slack faces rattling through the underworld in their crammed metal carriage, now with the dead squeezed amongst them. Over there, look, a little grey child wrapped around a handrail, eyeing all and sundry. The stuff of nightmares. She looked like one of the grabby phantoms people spoke about, who reached into your soul. And most of Jane’s fellow passengers seemed weirdly OK about it. More wore black than normal – death creeping into style: the masks and veils, the wraith-like drape of the clothes – otherwise it was shocking how quickly most accepted matters. The tannoy burbled about staying safe, being mindful of others, how if you saw something that didn’t look right – not ghosts, things other than ghosts – you should report it to a member of staff. Already, for many, ghosts were not news.

         In the school staff room, phantoms lingered unremarked on while the faculty caffeinated themselves for the day ahead. No one else seemed to mind the radio’s endless succession of mawkish Ghost Month songs – ‘Take Shape’, ‘Say One Word’ – that made Jane cry in spite of herself, then made her ashamed that she had. Bridget Harrison, the pretty Year 3 teacher, read headlines from the newspaper to the usual coterie of male 113admirers, none of them vaguely concerned about the ancient ghost missing his jaw alongside them. A corpse with half his face fallen off, just there! But these male teachers wore the same miserable look they usually wore around Bridget, like they’d already ended their marriages for her and were living in budget hotels waiting for her call. No ghost could dampen their lust.

         ‘One in three Britons drink plant-based milk. Isn’t that high?’

         ‘It is, Bridget.’

         It seemed disrespectful to the dead, Jane thought. Dragged from the afterlife to listen to this lot discussing oat milk lattes. Though she’d never have said this to her colleagues. Etiquette decreed you didn’t mention other people’s ghosts (three out of three Britons avoided awkward personal conversations).

         In all extraordinary and divisive events, there are those who care little either way, who neither deny the event nor purposely bear witness, who feel neither anger nor fear, who take no lessons from it and confer no moral message upon it; those who merely get on with their lives, working at their jobs, eating their favourite meals, watching their TV shows, having a drink with friends, as they’ve always done. Picking their way past the pro-living rallies and screaming Repenters – that was all very well but they had a bus to catch. In some way Jane could not fathom, they could look at phantoms of loved ones or enemies and feel no guilt or responsibility or animosity. Haunting for them was a minor natural 114phenomenon like wind or rain, something to tolerate.

         The truth was this month affected people as unequally as everything else did. Some were untouched, spared by money or constitution or circumstances; for others it was impossible to remain detached. Passions rose, blood surged, the web of memories pulled you close. How could Jane see her mother’s ghost and not feel things? From the moment she stepped out of the bedroom in the mornings, her strange new husband at her side, the ghost was there, looking at her with an expression that seemed to say, ‘What sort of time do you call this? I had you and your sister dressed and breakfast on the table by now.’ When the ghost lurked in her classroom, muttering silently, how could Jane not remember the scepticism her mother had always shown towards her teaching career? ‘Why?’ she’d said when Jane announced her decision to teach. No encouragement, just ‘why?’. ‘And you can support yourself on that, can you?’ she’d said when Jane got her first teaching job. ‘I’m a professional!’ Jane wanted to scream. Her mother seemed to perpetually confuse her with someone who slept in their car and rooted in bins.

         How could people not be maddened by these spectres? How could they not be flooded by the past? Looking at her mother’s ghost, Jane might remember some small way of hers – how she folded the laundry, how she took a steadying breath before leaving the house – and see in it something unquantifiable, not quite in the gesture or the expression, which filled the chambers of her heart with love. Seeing the ghost’s moving lips, she’d feel forever on the brink of finding 115out what her mother really felt: the deep thoughts, great confessions, all-encompassing truths. Even though Mother had never been one for such things in life. Yet the lips moved and the hopes persisted.

         Classes were a slog. Battling through, pointedly making no mention of the ghost at her side. The children fidgeting through English or Key Stage 2 French, unwilling to conjugate verbs, to have, to be, to love. Their thoughts far from their lessons. Every hand raised was a question about who the old woman next to Miss was, how had she died, had Miss done anything to make her sad. Ordinarily it was she who focused on them, trying to keep thirty sets of feelings in mind, watchful of who was struggling, who needed challenging, who was upsetting proceedings. (People said it was like herding cats, but cats did not have to take exams.) Now the spotlight was on her – her mood, her story – and she did not enjoy it one bit.

         Perhaps her mother had a point. Why had she become a teacher? She wasn’t exactly a natural with kids. Other staff treated the children like friends and colleagues, or like children of their own; Jane approached her charges like a lion-tamer, ready with whip and stool.

         ‘It’s OK,’ she told the children. ‘We mustn’t be afraid.’ Yet this year she felt crushed under all this mother fear. ‘They’re not real in any way that can hurt you. Isn’t that right, Mother?’ Her voice wavered as she spoke. How much she wished that to be true.

         She would return to the lesson. Think about words with 116silent letters in them and how to spell them. Knight. Psalm. Solemn. Subtle. Think of examples of how you might use them in a sentence. The woman was being undermined in constant, subtle ways. The class pretended to read their primers, kicking each other under their desks. Miss Turner had shown emotion. Only for a second, but they had seen it.

         Once, in a strange and horrible moment during a slide presentation, with the blinds drawn and the room darkened, the ghost reached out a grey hand and touched Jane’s arm and the power cut out. The class was plunged into blindness. Children wailed. With sudden clarity Jane sensed the spirit’s icy fingers upon her, sensed the non-place it had returned from and the deep unfulfilled wishes it carried for her. The icy grip held firm, pushing deeper, darker feelings into her. Past and future exploded in her mind’s eye: she felt her mother’s terror and abandonment at the end, and saw a suicide she somehow knew had not yet come to pass. She saw the seed of it growing – inside her or someone else, she couldn’t tell – then beyond, to a coffin lowered into a grave, feeling a bleakness so total she cried ‘No!’ and wrenched her arm away. When the projector flickered on a moment later, seemingly of its own accord, the children were watching her with big curious eyes. Miss Turner was going through stuff.

         A way through the month was needed. Ignoring these spirits was not an option. Religion struck her as exacerbating the problem. The ‘death is part of life’ lot were far too accepting, while the Repenters got more violent every year, accosting people, asking intrusive questions, even physically 117attacking those they deemed worthy of repentance. What should she repent for? When she stood before that great teacher’s whiteboard in the sky, she’d have little to answer for. She wished she’d sinned a bit more in her quiet life. As for the protestors … ‘Say no to ghosts’? You might as well shout at the sea. They were angry at the dead and those who welcomed the dead, at the government for somehow allowing it, at people who just got on with their lives and took no sides. Someone, everyone, had to take the blame. They were as bad as the Repenters. Jane wanted no part of these vicious, delusional tribes.

         Perhaps she could hire an exorcist, one of those ghost whisperers who advertised on TV with incantations, the recitation of magic herbs, the blowing of a ram’s horn. Several people she knew said they were fantastic. But people said a lot of things. The whole industry that had sprung up around ghosts – the ‘pale pound’, with its capitalist solutions to grief and guilt – made her uneasy. Why did all solutions have to be rooted in violence, madness, or commerce? There was no space for quiet complicated truths. Cleaning out her handbag, she’d found a flyer for a ‘Grief Group’ in Chinatown. Though she didn’t think of herself as grieving, perhaps that was closer than anything else.

         
            *

         

         She wasn’t the only one feeling the weight. One afternoon her teacher’s eye caught Eddie Adeyemi staring out of the window, lost in thought.

         ‘Eyes to the front, please, Eddie.’ 118

         The boy swivelled in his chair. ‘Yes, Miss.’

         ‘Whatever you’re looking at can wait until break.’

         Which of course made every head swivel to look out the window, hopeful to catch a glimpse of a bunking classmate, a pretty girl from a year above, a caretaker doing something more interesting than English class. Jane couldn’t help looking too. A figure stood at the playground gates, staring into the classroom. An extremely early parent perhaps. Except the figure held itself as no living parent would. In a way that had seen death. The apparition did not move or signal. Its unnervingly featureless face looked right at them.

         ‘Do you know that ghost, Eddie?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Then let’s ignore it and focus on the lesson.’

         Often it was unclear why phantoms haunted places. They might be sites of personal significance – a first kiss, a last goodbye – or places they’d visited so regularly they returned out of sheer habit. Or it might be as arbitrary as memory could be: in amongst the momentous, those mundane moments that stayed with you all your life. Taking the ice off the car windscreen one morning. A particular bit of path you once walked. As the mind could return to moments without explanation or prompting, perhaps the dead found themselves back at that car windshield, on that bit of path, not knowing why.

         But after class Eddie stayed behind. ‘I’ve seen that ghost before,’ he confided when he and Jane were alone. ‘It follows me.’ 119

         ‘Do you know why?’

         Eddie cupped a hand over his chin, a common gesture among the Year 5s. They seemed to think it aided thought. ‘I don’t know. Victor thinks it’s like someone who dialled a wrong number. Or like a delivery guy who can’t find the address.’

         ‘I see. Do your parents know?’

         A shake of the head.

         ‘Do you think we should tell them?’

         Another shake.

         ‘Eddie, this must be scary for you, and your parents should know about scary things. They can help.’

         Eddie was silent. These were the children who scared Jane most: the quiet ones with invisible walls around them, who heard the words ‘family’ or ‘help’ and looked at you like these were concepts from another world. But what could she do? Every year she had Eddies in her class. It was the old story: too much need, not enough care to go round.

         She said she’d speak to his parents.

         ‘Am I in trouble?’ he asked.

         ‘Of course not. You haven’t done anything wrong.’

         ‘Maybe the ghost thinks I have.’

         She wanted to say, They’re not real, what they want or think is not real, what they do can’t affect you. But she didn’t believe that was true.

         
            *

         

         Things at home were no better. Teething problems with the husband. Yet every evening there was Mother in the living 120room, dead but not letting it keep her down, and the show must go on.

         ‘How was your day?’ Jane, hands at her side, the model wife.

         ‘Fine.’

         ‘Work all right?’

         ‘With the computers. Yes. And your work?’

         ‘Also fine.’

         Oh it was awful! Why should her mother buy any of this?

         Michael would put down his ugly holdall and she would resist an urge to move it. Her flat polluted by these bulky, alien, masculine objects.

         ‘Do you want to sit on the sofa?’

         ‘It’s OK, I can sit on the chair.’

         ‘There’s space on the sofa.’

         ‘It’s OK.’

         They would sit opposite one another in silence. Mother’s ghost between them, watching, both director and audience of this stilted play. On Jane’s lap, a current bestseller her sister had recommended: Getting to Know the Ghost Beside You. Did she want what it promised or want the ghost to think she wanted that? Opening it, she’d come across a sentence like ‘As long as one sees the world as hostile one is linked to it, one cannot escape its thrall’ and close it again with a sigh.

         Michael was usually glued to his phone. She imagined he was messaging the wife he’d mentioned. Telling her everything was fine, he’d be home soon. Naturally the wife 121would be worried. Perhaps jealous, outraged. Who was this other woman who thought she could buy her husband? Leaving her, the real wife, to raise the kids or look after a sick parent or deal with ghosts of her own.

         In the tower block opposite, other evenings ran their course. A family blew out candles on a cake alongside a pale woman who was almost certainly dead; an old man sat up in bed talking with a figure standing stock-still in the doorway. All across the city they had come back. Ghosts visiting homes now unfamiliar, adrift in newly fitted kitchens and redone bedrooms. Wherever one looked: ghosts. Meanwhile, in other flats people watched TV, exercised, carried on as they’d always done.

         Jane thought: So much passes so many people by without a trace.

         She thought: It’s incredible how many people don’t close their curtains.

         The two of them lived on Chinese takeaways, Jane’s favourite. She often visited Chinatown, looking at the ear candles and knobbly fruits whose names she didn’t know. Women folding dumplings and men hauling crates of fish. Sultry girls in doorways discreetly inviting trade. She sat at Formica tables and ate steamed fish that arrived in a cloud, with a side of wonton soup. In Chinese culture it was polite to slurp the soup. In her wanderings she’d picked up little facts like that. How none of the streets had a number four address because the Cantonese word for ‘four’ sounded like the word for death. (The Chinese had been warily respectful 122of the dead long before these London newbies.) How if the Chinese had a secret they would find a hole in a tree or dig a hole in the ground and whisper their secrets into it. Then they’d cover the hole and leave the secret there.

         ‘What dishes would you like tonight?’ she’d ask Michael, the ghost’s pale eyes upon them. She had no knowledge of this man. Who was he? A stranger she went to bed with every night.

         He liked crispy duck and sweet-and-sour pork. The heavy meaty items she avoided. She was trapped in an agonising series of first dates with a man she did not know or especially like. Dates which, added to the rent she paid on this little place, were burying her in debt. It was the worst idea in human history. And all because what, she couldn’t trust the dead with her feelings?

         When the food arrived, the pantomime would resume.

         ‘Would you like …’

         ‘Oh. Yes.’

         ‘You can put it there.’

         ‘Are we … at the table?’

         ‘I thought so. I don’t mind.’

         ‘I don’t mind either.’

         ‘Please. Sit.’

         ‘Thank you. I’ll pay you back.’

         ‘Really, it’s no trouble.’

         Once, navigating the gate-leg table, Michael knocked a glass, which smashed to smithereens on the faux-wood floor.

         ‘Sorry. My bad.’ 123

         ‘It’s OK,’ Jane assured him, but she was upset. Her flat, her things. Everything was so close with two.

         ‘Where do you keep your dustpan and brush?’

         ‘In the … We keep it in the second cupboard under the … Don’t worry, I’ll get it.’

         Her mother would have fussed over the broken glass. ‘Careful. Watch your feet. Get it in newspaper or it’ll cut the bin bag.’ If Jane were to say, ‘Mother, I’m a grown woman, I know how to tidy,’ the hands would fly up as if Jane were pointing a gun, followed by the tremulous, wounded response: ‘I’m only thinking of you.’ Pah!

         ‘Sorry about the glass,’ Michael said again.

         ‘Please, no need.’ She smiled pleasantly. She was concerned with what he thought of her, even though their relationship was entirely mercenary. By asking him to play a role, she had consigned herself to playing one also.

         Every evening, candles were lit in a doomed attempt at mood. Jane would split her chopsticks and rub the loose splinters from the wood as she’d seen the Chinese do. Michael would use a spoon, taking great mouthfuls of rice and meat, which he chewed with mournful, mechanical patience. She had hoped for a little more elegance in her partner, but they were where they were.

         ‘That’s a very practical shirt, Michael. Remind me, is it military?’

         ‘No. I hate military. I am anti-war.’

         ‘I didn’t mean …’

         So the meals proceeded. A miserable series of engagements 124turned skirmishes turned tactical retreats. She couldn’t ask about his life with her mother right there.

         Occasionally, her phone would ring and she would let it.

         ‘Your phone is ringing,’ Michael would say.

         ‘I know.’

         Relations eased on the fourth evening. Another stilted dinner was drawing to a close when Mother’s head lifted, as though she was being called by a voice only she could hear, and she disappeared through the wall. Michael and Jane sat back with sighs of relief. Thank God, they’d thought she’d never leave.

         ‘I was chewing on this bit of gristle,’ Michael said. ‘Chewing and chewing.’

         ‘I saw that.’

         ‘I did not want to spit it out in front of your mother. So I swallowed it. Big bit. I nearly choked!’

         ‘That is above and beyond.’

         ‘Above and beyond what?’

         ‘Beyond your duties. What’s expected of you. It’s a phrase.’

         ‘I see.’

         ‘It’s very good. Thank you.’

         Michael accepted the thanks with a tilt of the head. ‘More wine?’

         ‘I shouldn’t. I have school in the morning.’

         ‘And I have my important computer work.’

         ‘Ha, yes. You don’t want to mess that up. All right, one more.’

         Postures slackened, elbows met the table, plates were 125pushed away. Jane wasn’t sure if they were starting to enjoy each other’s company or simply dreading the next stage, the looming bed. Night draped itself across the sky. In the block opposite, windows glowed in different colours, the figures within arranged in tiny squares of light. In one flat a pair of children danced in sheets like ghosts in old cartoons. Her mind returned to what she’d seen in the ghost’s icy grip: her mother’s pain at the end, the lingering wishes, the suicide yet to come.

         ‘Do you think ghosts come back for a reason?’ she asked.

         ‘Like if the person was murdered? Sure. They come back until justice is served, I think. There have been stories in the news. Cases solved.’

         ‘But do they always have a reason?’

         Michael thought. ‘Often there’s something unresolved. Maybe not justice or vengeance. Maybe small. You see ghosts with invoices, copies of their tax returns.’

         ‘Unfinished business.’

         He nodded. ‘But I don’t know how much these ghosts are here at all. We put out decorations, rent spouses, but how much of the person is left?’ Michael adopted an American accent to quote from a popular film, ‘I say, “Forget it, Jake. It’s Ghost Month.”’ The phrase came from the film’s end, as a detective led his distraught partner away from a car crash. The devastating score swelled and the camera rose, showing the crowds, the shocked street.

         ‘I love that film,’ Jane said.

         ‘Me too.’ 126

         Jane’s phone began to ring.

         ‘Can I ask,’ Michael said, ‘the person who keeps ringing, is this someone you do not like or someone you are afraid to like?’

         ‘I beg your pardon?’

         ‘No offence, only the phone goes and you turn red. Like clockwork. So I am thinking you like this person. And I am thinking if you keep letting the phone ring this person will not call much longer.’

         ‘Maybe I want to keep people away, have you considered that?’

         ‘Because of your mother? Ghosts make people do crazy things.’

         Was she acting crazy? Her measures were more desperate this year. With a pang of sorrow, she thought of the missed calls, of Berenice. But how could she see her when her mother might appear anywhere, at any time?

         ‘There are places you can go,’ Michael said. ‘Grief groups. Haunting support groups. Maybe you should talk about it.’

         ‘Maybe you should stop talking about it,’ she said bluntly.

         The frost between them returned.
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         Eddie helped rub the lessons from the whiteboard at school’s end. The letters disappeared beneath the board rubber, but if you looked close you could still see them and all the other letters ever written on the board faintly lingering on. His mum had said she’d come to meet Miss Turner but she was not here. Every time he looked out of the window towards the gates in search of her, he saw the terrifying blurred ghost instead.

         Other children concerned themselves with trivial questions this month. Do dogs have ghosts? Do ghosts have bum holes? If a ghost got hit by a truck, would it come back to life as a person? Not Eddie. He was thinking, Who was this ghost? Did it wish him harm? Why had it chosen him? What was the difference between a demon and a ghost – and how could you know it wasn’t a demon pretending to be a ghost? How could you be sure the face wouldn’t at any moment slip into an evil leer?

         ‘Everything OK, Eddie?’ Miss Turner had seen his worried glances. ‘Are you finding things a bit tricky?’

         Was he! He was finding things terrible! But all he did was nod.

         ‘It’s not easy,’ she agreed. ‘Remember what I said, they’re 128not real. Think of it like a dream. You know how dreams can sometimes be scary? You think you’re in danger, then you wake up and it’s OK.’

         Think of it like a dream. It did make things less scary. Miss Turner was smart. Eddie wanted to ask if he could live in her house for a bit. Better that than his own house, his struggling family, his bedroom full of David’s stuff.

         A scramble at the classroom door. Tommy and Victor stuck their heads in. Was he walking back, they wanted to know.

         ‘I can’t. Miss wants to talk to my mum.’

         ‘That’s long.’ Teeth were kissed in disapproval, at the great conspiracy of parents and teachers. The friends waved sad goodbyes to the prisoner.

         Whenever Tommy and Victor left, Eddie feared he might never see them again. He felt this with his family too. At the closing of a door, at a whispered ‘goodnight’, he’d think, That might be the last time I see you. Ever since his brother died it had been this way. People could walk out one day and that was that. It was his secret knowledge, glittering like a shard of ice inside his chest.

         School grew quiet. From the corridors came the sounds of doors locking, the sweep-swoosh of the caretaker’s broom. Outside, beyond the unknown ghost and the last straggling pupils, beyond the gate where no mother waited for him, the ice-cream van which lingered there played its song a final time and departed, trailed by little running figures, children who had long since died. 129

         ‘Doesn’t look like she’s coming, does it?’ Miss Turner said.

         ‘No.’

         ‘Will you be all right going home by yourself?’

         ‘I do it every day, Miss.’

         It was obvious: he must be a grown-up and do things for himself.

         Step by step across the playground. This is a dream. This is a dream. The unknown ghost raised its head. Eddie passed by and it followed.

         He didn’t know how afraid he should be. A low and constant terror had accompanied him ever since the ghost first appeared. Beneath the terror, another feeling, a flickering hope-type feeling that this ghost had some message for him, some secret to reveal.

         It was still warm in the streets. The shops and pavements looked faded, as if they’d been aged by recent days. Smaller kids careered about with water pistols, unbothered by the spirits, sometimes running straight through them. Eddie, unknown ghost at his side, felt very old – these little kids didn’t know anything. But when he saw adults or older kids crossing the road wherever they chose, he knew he wasn’t one of them either. He felt separate from the whole world; it did not include him.

         A woman came by pushing a shopping trolley full of balloons. On her way to a birthday party perhaps. She was smiling. Maybe she was crazy. But it made sense she was happy if she was having a party. And look: all the balloons were blue. Blue was his and his brother’s favourite colour. Eddie 130met the woman’s eyes and nodded seriously. He got to a traffic crossing and the ghost crossed and looked back as if to say, ‘Aren’t you coming?’ but Eddie was waiting for the little man to turn green. He waited until a lady told him the lights were broken. When the road was clear he crossed of his own accord and reached the other side without anything bad happening. He had resolved to be grown up and do things for himself and here he was. Already he’d encountered various signs and pieces of information which felt important.

         At the turning to Cartwright Road the ghost kept straight on – into Fairfax Street. It was heading towards the launderette. Eddie paused.

         ‘I can’t go that way,’ he told the ghost.

         The ghost beckoned.

         ‘I can’t. My mum.’ Out of his mouth the reason sounded stupid. She wasn’t here. She hadn’t even bothered to turn up when school asked, when he could have been in major trouble. Now he was saying he couldn’t go down a street – a street like any other as far as most people knew – because his mum would be upset? His mum didn’t care. All she thought about was his brother. She didn’t know where Eddie was or what he was doing. Who was going to tell her? Not this ghost, not him.

         He took the forbidden street. Maybe I’ll find my brother, he thought. Who knows, maybe I’ll bring him back and everyone will be happy. I’ll solve the case like Maguire Confidential, a lone wolf who does things his own way. Damn it, Maguire, you bullshit me again I’ll throw the book at you. 131

         The forbidden street had speed bumps now. Sleeping policemen, they were called – he didn’t know why. Perhaps they were a sort of ghost too.

         Approaching the spot, his breath grew short and his courage abandoned him. He clutched the straps of his rucksack tight tight. The ground felt radioactive, like if he stayed too long he’d grow woozy or sweat blood. He hadn’t been here since the accident. His footsteps, louder for the crime they were committing, seemed to echo for miles. He was afraid.

         Ahead loomed the launderette. A faded bunch of flowers and a photo of David were tied to a lamp-post where the unknown ghost stood waiting. It stretched out a single finger, pointing to the place where David had died. It was trying to tell Eddie something about his brother or the accident, but there was nothing to see. Certainly no David. Eddie didn’t know what he’d have said to him. Probably he’d have asked him to come home. But seeing that his brother wasn’t there, he suddenly hated him. For offering his mum the chance to have him back, for taking all her attention. If she knew he was gone, that was final. The way it was, they were all stuck in limbo. He thought of his mum waiting, the night-time arguments. Furious, he tore down his brother’s photo and crumbled the flowers to dust, then immediately felt sick with guilt. He’d done a terrible thing. With trembling hands he brushed the remnants into a respectful pile on the kerb.

         The unknown ghost seemed neither pleased nor upset by the outburst. But when Eddie made to leave it became animated, beckoning him to follow it elsewhere. This is one part 132of the story, it seemed to be saying. Let me show you the next. It reached out a pale hand and grabbed at Eddie, and in the split second before Eddie could dodge it he felt the ghost’s last, horrible moments of life, sick and scared, dying on a hard grey floor somewhere. An intense loneliness like Eddie had never known surrounded the vision. He reared back, wanting nothing more to do with this creepy spirit.

         ‘No way!’ he shouted. ‘I’m not following you anymore!’ He was angry with the ghost for pushing that awful feeling onto him; also for leading him to this place where he’d behaved so badly, ruining his brother’s shrine.

         He fled home. Did he love his brother or hate him? What had the ghost been trying to tell him? All he knew was he’d been bad. He had gone to the place he was never meant to go on pain of death. Only nine years old and already he was a criminal and a million pounds in debt. He would have to run away. Live in the shadows, leaping from rooftop to rooftop. He’d leave in the dead of night and tell no one. Maybe Tommy. Definitely not that loudmouth Victor, might as well run an ad.

         His dad looked up from his sewing at the shop bell. The criminal raised a hand in greeting, hoping to run to his room and hide.

         ‘Come here a moment, Eddie.’

         Sullen and guilty, Eddie clumped over. But when his dad spoke his voice was even and without accusation.

         ‘Do you remember when you were very little, you were obsessed with what time it was?’ 133

         Eddie shook his head. His dad carried on unpicking the stitches on a trouser cuff. Snip snip, went the tool in his hand.

         ‘You were always asking your mother and me, “What’s the time?” Ten minutes later you would ask again. “What’s the time?” One day I asked you, “Why are you so interested in the time?” And you said, “Because you always tell me it’s something different.”’

         He looked up from his work and smiled.

         ‘You always were a curious and solemn child. Always trying to work things out. So serious about the world and its mysteries.’

         Eddie didn’t know what to say. He stood very still, like his character was being set and if he moved he would blur it.

         His dad leaned forward and picked something from the fold of his school blazer. This was how he was: if he saw a loose thread on Eddie’s shirt he pulled out his scissors. ‘You have a flower petal on you,’ he said. Holding the petal between forefinger and thumb, he inspected it as if it were a scrap of some alien embroidery. ‘I think that is from a chrysanthemum. Do you know something about chrysanthemum flowers?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘To this day I put them at the spot where David was killed.’

         ‘Oh.’

         ‘This wouldn’t be from one of those flowers, would it?’

         Eddie made his eyes very big and honest as he always did when about to tell a whopping lie. ‘No.’

         ‘Of course not. Although it is strange we should be thinking so much about David and then you turn up with 134a chrysanthemum petal on your blazer. Wouldn’t you say that’s strange?’

         ‘I dunno.’ Eddie’s ears felt hot.

         His dad studied him. ‘I care about him too, you know. Your mother and I … we have different ideas about how to remember him.’ He returned his eyes to his work. ‘Go on upstairs. Your mother will be missing you.’

         Eddie wasn’t so sure about that but did as he was told.

         ‘And, son?’ His dad did not look up. ‘No one requires you to solve the mysteries of the world. OK?’

         Upstairs, his mum had been busy. The flat was transformed. Lures and tributes to the dead, candles and charms and welcome signs, bowls of black beans believed to be the spirits’ food, and plates of oranges whose open and human-like navels were said to attract them. On the living-room floor, a jumper and jeans lay in the shape of a body – a few of David’s favourite things ready to be filled with his spirit. His mum sat in the centre of this temple watching one of her sermon videos. Pastor Jacob encouraging his flock to great causes. We are building the true church of God! We are seeking donations! Holy ghost power! She didn’t look up. No ‘Hello, Eddie’. No ‘I forgot! School!’ No ‘How was your day?’ He used to be so fascinating and important to her.

         Kenzie slumped at the dinner table, her head on the cloth.

         ‘What’s going on?’ Eddie asked her.

         ‘We’ve been praying and watching phone sermons and praying some more. All day.’

         ‘Anything?’ 135

         ‘Not a whisper.’

         We are taking the fight to the centre. We are building our church tall in the middle of this city of non-believers. Brothers and sisters, these donations are the lifeblood of our power. Give generously. Give today.

         ‘Apparently it’s because we don’t care enough. Or because we won’t let death in. Or because we’ve done wrong. Mum’s covering all the bases.’

         In his mind Eddie saw the vandalised shrine, the torn photo.

         Is someone hearing me? I don’t know if anyone is hearing me! 

         ‘We’re hearing you!’ his mum said to her phone.

         ‘Basically it’s our fault we’re ghostless,’ Kenzie said.

         ‘But we do have a ghost,’ Eddie said. ‘I see him every day.’

         ‘The white guy? Blurred face? He doesn’t count.’

         ‘You’ve seen him too?’

         ‘We’ve all seen him. He came into my room like a total pervert the other night. Mum found him in the hoover cupboard this morning.’

         ‘I didn’t know.’ No one told him anything in this family.

         ‘Stay away from that one, OK? It’s not David. It’s not our concern.’

         But the ghost was connected, Eddie felt sure. In some way he didn’t understand and was scared to explore.

         He went over to his mum and tugged at her blouse, unsure if he was offering help or asking for it. ‘Mum?’

         She paid him no attention. Her eyes were closed and she was whispering. Blessed father, please return my son. Whether 136this praying and believing was dumb or crazy he couldn’t say. He could see how if you had the chance to change a bad thing even slightly, if you’d lost something and had your heart broke but could sort of get it back, then you would.

         ‘Mum, tell me again about David’s death.’

         One eye opened sharply. ‘Eh?’

         ‘Please.’

         ‘Absolutely not.’

         ‘But Pastor Jacob says we must let death in,’ Eddie pressed. ‘How can we let it in if we won’t even talk about it?’

         Hearing the pastor’s name, his mother relented. ‘All right … It was a Friday. I remember it so clearly. Your brother left for work. He said, “Goodbye, Mama, I love you.”’

         Eddie didn’t remember his brother ever talking like that, but he didn’t want to contradict his mum in case she changed her mind about telling the story.

         ‘It happened on Fairfax Street, by the launderette.’

         He looked down at his shoes, which had seen that street all too recently. Keep quiet, shoes.

         ‘Hit-and-run. First thing I knew about it was a phone call. Police. I ran down to where it had happened and saw him. He couldn’t speak. I cannot think what he must have gone through. His injuries. I stroked his hair and prayed for him. The other was already dead, bless her heart.’

         After a long pause, Kenzie said, ‘Mum, you didn’t see him then. You saw him in the hospital. After he died.’

         ‘Ah-ahn, I think I know. I have been over this so many times.’ 137

         ‘But it’s not what happened.’

         ‘Kenzie, if you keep trying to tell me what I know I will get angry. I went to the street and saw him there.’

         ‘Mum.’ Kenzie spoke softly. ‘Why would they wait for you to get there? They took him straight to hospital.’

         ‘I know what I know.’

         Eddie watched his mum and sister argue. He did not know what to believe. Memory was delicate and strange, that was clear. It wasn’t precise facts like the capital of France is Paris. It was emotions.

         ‘Who did it?’ he asked. ‘Who killed him?’ His parents had tried to keep such details from him, but Eddie overheard things. He had caught a name and wanted to hear his mum say it.

         ‘Some man. Masters. He will be free in a few years, probably. That is that, they will say, he has done his time.’

         His brother gone forever and this man got a few years in prison. Eddie’s body tingled with life’s unfairness, like his heart wanted to sneeze. ‘And no other grown-ups died?’

         ‘Is it not enough?’

         The killer was in jail, the dead accounted for. There were no surplus spirits in this story. This mystery ghost was a bad element, Eddie decided. You heard about mischievous ghouls that played pranks and caused havoc. If a ghost was trying to get you to do something you should say, ‘No thank you, I am fine.’ You had to be tough and not let it fool you.

         But still the question lingered: Why had this ghost come to him? 138
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         Where was Lil and what was she under? What was she surviving? She was out on the street as per, limping towards an important appointment with a can of super-strength which could really sort her out, could really be the making of her. Lights on her control panel were flashing all kinds of red and the damage report was pretty fucking comprehensive, the head feeling like a watermelon dropped from height and the bad arm pulsing and the bile high in her throat and her right foot tweaking nastily like she’d fallen down stairs or who knows what. It was some time after midday, would be her guess, and she was alone, or alone as she ever was, just the usual sea of humanity to deal with. They were coming at her fast and close today. What was up with that? She was even having to dodge some of them. It was like Space Invaders getting down Piccadilly. Which was not so easy with one foot swelled up like a Christmas ham. One bloke clipped her shoulder hard enough to knock her sideways. Weird also how people were looking at her. As in they were looking at her. Usually they didn’t make eye contact. Usually she was in a parallel universe of drinkers and junkies and street people, and these two universes, sober and otherwise, lived side by side, neither noticing the other unless to ask for change 142or explain how someone couldn’t sit there or sleep there or breathe there.

         Catching her reflection in a shop window, she finally understood. A daily diet of fifteen to twenty cans of cider, charity sandwiches and bottomless grief had left her such a state that people were mistaking her for a ghost. They tried to walk through her like she had no substance. Most irritating were the ones who, thinking she was dead and couldn’t be helped, looked at her with compassion – then when they bumped into her and realised she was alive, their looks turned cold.

         Not that she needed help. Not that she was asking. Besides wanting money for a drink, she was fine, never better, top of the world. Everything felt too real without money. Money made the world unreal, kept it at arm’s length. Without money, you knew exactly what the world was made of.

         Any change? Any change, mister.

         Please, miss, you wouldn’t happen to have—

         But hearing her voice, the passers-by knew she was alive and walked on.

         It was the lunch hour. Workers poured out of the tall grey buildings, emerging blinking from their secret conferences. Heading to supermarkets and sandwich shops or to the pub to drink through the month in ways more socially acceptable than her own. Not long ago (a lifetime ago) she’d been one of these workers. She’d looked at street characters stalking by and thought, how did you get yourself in such a state? Now she had her answer: you lost something and you flinched, 143and next thing you knew you came to, ransacked and derelict with pockets out-turned.

         Waves of her old life barrelled into her. Her husband cutting Rosie’s food into little pieces as Her Highness insisted. The mad songs Rosie sang to herself after lights out. Her birthday present to Lil, mere months before the end, of a frog-shaped purse, presented with such sweet and obvious expectation that what could Lil do but suggest they might share it if Rosie liked. How many times could you remember those big expectant eyes before you took an axe (or a bottle) to your own head? How could you live in the same house where all that had happened? The neighbours talking on the other side of the fence. Lost her daughter, you know. Awful. She wasn’t watching her, you see … How could she stay there? How could she not put an axe to it all?

         Forget. She must forget. Keep moving. Get the cash. (She liked to think the old Lil would have pressed money into this Lil’s hand.)

         When she got to Green Park, cans in hand, bodies lay about the dry brown grass. Office workers who’d rushed out to absorb the fickle London sun, or former people in horrible states of decomposition or mutilation. Some folks sunbathing, some murdered. She found her colony of drinkers under a plane tree. Coins of sunlight filtered through the leaves, picking out faces simultaneously wary and not giving one solitary fuck.

         Scarcely was she sat down and getting back on it when they were interrupted. Two figures walking in straight lines. 144

         Look alive. It’s the cops.

         Nah, it’s the other lot.

         Social workers. Peter and Linda came by every day, felt like. Targeted harassment was what it was. Discriminating against the drinking community.

         Outreach here. Don’t mean to intrude … Peter went through the spiel. Dangled the usual carrots. Hot meals. Showers. Needle exchange. Then the bigger carrots, not mentioning the downsides to those carrots. Rehab but little ongoing support so you’d soon be back on the street exposed to the same people and lifestyles, housing being a separate nightmare out of their control. Beds available for a night but only if you met specific criteria and had recourse to public funds. Help with housing but contingent on local council approval which required proof you’d lived in the borough for three of the last five years, which being homeless you almost certainly didn’t have. Peter didn’t need to mention these downsides. Everyone there had been on the merry-go-round a long time. They’d heard these offers before. They listened with glazed, disinterested expressions, as people listen to another’s description of a dream. Choirs of angels, eh? A land of milk and honey? You don’t say.

         Lil sat apart, running her hand through the grass. Some blight had darkened the blades. She had no time for promises of what might be.

         If it’s the season I know all about it, Peter was saying. My girlfriend’s ex is back and she has me sleeping on the couch. Pushed me away the second that ghost returned … His tone 145was light but his face was heavy. Lil thought of her husband, how nothing was ever too much trouble, how he’d always been so accommodating, so persevering. Afterwards she’d hated him for it.

         Any problems, Linda tried again, we want to hear them.

         The group looked at each other. Did they have problems? You could say that. The silence gave way.

         Ghosts are the least of my worries. It’s people I’m worried about. Getting so you can’t trust anyone.

         My throat gets sticky, on account of I’ve no teeth.

         My problem is I love too easily.

         Their problems poured forth. Telling without hearing, a stone forever falling into a well, never hitting water. They had no intention of taking the outreach workers’ advice.

         I don’t want to be here. London isn’t a real place.

         I want to go to Spain and run with the bulls.

         What? And leave all this?

         My problem is I don’t make good decisions.

         I see it. I believe it.

         I’m in pain!

         What sort of pain? Peter, trying to stem the flow, fixed on this concrete detail.

         I’m not getting into all that. I’m just telling you.

         Does anyone want help with their drinking? Linda asked.

         Buy your own, said Terry-with-the-leg, for which he received cheers and slaps on the back.

         I don’t need help with the drink, said an old Irishman 146with blue eyes. I need help with the failure. I only took to drink after I became a failure. There’s a difference. I ruined my life sober. Then I came to this.

         No one knew what to say to that.

         What about you? Peter turned to Lil, the only one who hadn’t spoken. He had kind, sad eyes beneath a mop of unruly hair, like a rock musician who’d had some kind of nervous collapse. How are you doing?

         Let’s say fine.

         It’s Lil, right?

         Hmm. She was happy enough to admit these things about herself so as to not admit others.

         Anything you want to talk about?

         A flicker, a shadow feeling of how it might be to accept help. Her mind traced the edges of the wound and felt it pulse. But no, she was busy just now, she told them. Help everyone else first. Then you could help her. Plenty of better candidates, was her feeling. Deep down, it wasn’t that she didn’t want help so much as she couldn’t handle it. Deeper still, down in the horrible breathing roots of herself, it was that she didn’t deserve it. She wasn’t worthy and nothing could change that, and the least she could do was not become some pathetic bitch talking on and on about her pain. Once upon a time her husband had looked at her a similar way and offered help. She’d brushed him off too.

         She returned to the can in her hand with all its known terrors. The offer receded. A glimmer of light, then darkness once more. 147

         Shit, said Terry-with-the-leg. Look around. Fucking living dead. Who needs help?

         Yeah, who needed it. She would not call him. She would not.

         At the phone in the shelter she let the number ring until a tired soft voice answered. That voice which seemed always to have been pulled from sleep, one of the things she’d loved about him back when such words were used.

         It’s me.

         Lily? How are you?

         Hmm, not so good, put it that way, yeah. Just a lot of thoughts, I guess.

         Another phone began ringing somewhere at the other end of the line. She pictured him in his office with his planning charts and his plants and his orthopaedic chair. Getting on with things. He was always so fucking good at getting on.

         I’m calling from the office, she lied. Can’t talk long. She didn’t know why, it just seemed right to lie.

         I thought you were working at a restaurant.

         The office in the restaurant. The fucking accounts place. I don’t know.

         He sighed. You’re not working, are you?

         No.

         You’re still drinking.

         Yeah, but I’m not, you know, drunk.

         Well it’s 2 p.m. on a Tuesday, Lily, so that’s not that impressive.

         Hmm. 148

         I’m sorry. That was – Where are you actually calling from?

         The shelter at Charing Cross.

         OK. I wish you weren’t there.

         Where d’you want me to be? She lobbed the responses bluntly, fishing with dynamite, unsure what she wanted besides the contact, the sense of her speaking and him hearing.

         We talked about this.

         Yeah, we talked. I can’t. We broke up, remember?

         You know why we broke up.

         Had different ways of dealing with it, I spose.

         That’s one opinion. Another is you wouldn’t deal with it.

         Yes! she wanted to scream. Because there is no dealing with it! There is no making it right or talking it through or waiting around for time to heal it. It disgusts me that you even think it possible. I’m so disgusted I can’t look at you. You should be destroyed. Like I’m destroyed. I tried to destroy myself when I was with you and you kept pulling me back up, trying to save me. You should have been next to me in fucking pieces. I can’t come back until you see that. Until you see how every time you tried to save me you abandoned me. You abandoned her.

         But all she said was, I’m getting through it.

         You’re in denial.

         No, I’m not.

         You would say that.

         Hmm.

         Anyway, the offer’s there if you want it. To come home.

         Have you seen her? she asked. 149

         A pause at the other end of the line.

         This year. Have you seen her?

         Yes.

         Often?

         She comes by.

         How does she … How does she look?

         Do you really want to know?

         No. Maybe.

         For the briefest moment she allowed herself to imagine. If Rosie had returned like nothing happened, like it was any other day, or – swallowing the thought – like she’d been at the end.

         Why? Has she not come back to you?

         No.

         Never?

         No.

         I’m sorry – he spoke in that low, gentle voice she felt she could wrap herself in – but with how things are, with you, are you surprised?

         In the park she set to drinking with such vigour some had the nerve to question the amount she was consuming. The cherry on top was Terry-with-the-leg, the last person to be offering moral lessons to anyone, wondering if she shouldn’t slow down. Terry said this! A man who’d taken so much heroin his actual leg had fallen off, giving her wellness tips.

         But for all the booze she put down, her mind held on in a dogged way. The thoughts would not stop coming. Was she in 150denial? She did have a whole she-who-could-not-be-named policy around her girl. She had never gone to the grave. Or the place where it happened. Was all of this – the denial, the drinking, the self-destruction – why her little girl had not come back to her?

         It struck her that she might do something about her situation and she lurched to her feet. Terry-with-the-leg asked where she was going. On a mission, he could come if he wanted or he could go to hell. She was going to pay her respects and would not be waylaid. She was going to the grave. She felt sick to her stomach but also energised in some way she could not fully admit. That old devil hope still whispering in her ear.

         First task was boosting make-up to get herself presentable. Terry said he knew nothing about make-up but plenty about stealing. Fine, she wasn’t looking to him for beauty tips anyway. It had to be now though, she was in a hurry to get going and annoyed she hadn’t thought of it sooner.

         The bold down-and-outers limped into the Boots on Piccadilly. Dodging the pale dead who milled about the shop’s make-up counters in such numbers people now knew it as ‘Dead Man’s Boots’. More poor bastards hoping that with a little foundation, a little blusher, their lifelessness might be concealed. Lil rooted through the concealers and such, peeling off security tags. She had a plan. A cosmetic solution haha but this was just step one. Timing their exit with a bunch of tourists and carrying on walking when the alarms went while the tourists looked round in panic, sacré bleu they must have committed some subtle and unknowable cultural crime. 151Then McDonald’s for Lil to do her face in the loos, lit blue to stop people shooting up so possibly her hue and tone was a little off, but whatever. So far, so good. The elite team operating at full force. Talk about high-functioning alcoholics.

         On the next part of the plan, however, tragedy struck. A bouquet was what Lil had in mind. To lay at the grave. Tomorrow she’d get sober, today she’d do what she could. She would not beg for this bouquet. She would not be that person. She’d beg for drink, she’d beg endlessly and of anyone to stay under, but she would not beg to be a grieving mother. So she grabbed a bunch of carnations from a florist’s pavement display and ran. The florist shouted for her to stop and a shop assistant came out of nowhere and tackled her to the ground. Lil struggled but the man held on for dear life. Out of the corner of her eye she saw a stone pot and thought to smash it over his head. It might kill him, and maybe that was what he deserved, what they all deserved for everything going wrong for her. Her hands gripped the pot. Then some better angel of her nature made her let it go. She aimed a kick at the man’s head instead, knocking him off and allowing her to escape. She’d scarcely got ten feet when she remembered Terry-with-the-leg. Poor Terry hadn’t stood a chance. The florist had him by the jacket. Terry getting busted for her plan was too much for Lil. Mother Teresa returned to the scene of the crime. And soon the police were there, making things worse in their usual way.

         Booking was a shitshow. Everyone at their wits’ end. A distraught woman, trails of mascara down her cheeks, hammered 152on the front desk’s Perspex shield, begging to be locked up until they had gone. In the Perspex, Lil could see she cut a sorry figure herself, the make-up already smudged, her eyes blurry from drink, her hair oddly cowlicked she knew not how. The cops were no oil painting either. They shuffled around, groggy and down at the mouth, trailed by processions of silently imploring ghosts. Most tried to ignore the sorrowful faces and livid wounds but sometimes the unrelenting agitation proved too much and they shook their heads in irritation or waved their hands as if warding off flies. A few of these cops gave Lil a look of You again. She hadn’t got in trouble with the law once her whole life before living rough. Since then it was like an infatuation for these cops, they positively could not leave her alone. She’d half a mind to show them she hadn’t always been like this. Point to the signage on the station wall, for instance, and explain how the kerning between the W and E of WEST was disproportionate. If they’d employed her – not now, she was smashed, but back in the day – they’d have got a proper sign, none of this rubbish.

         Slowly the day withered and died. She felt a horrible urgency on her to make amends. If they could let her do this one thing she’d come straight back. She’d lock herself up. If they could only let her go. She’d had the flowers in her hands. She’d been heading for the grave. She’d been trying to do right by her girl. Couldn’t they see that?

         By the time the charges were dropped and she got out it was dusk. Her once-bright mission seemed a shadow of itself. She begged a fistful of broken tulips from a supermarket and 153headed for the grave. The light was fading and her head was pounding and she grew confused about the way. It was so far on foot with no money for a train or bus. She got to thinking it wouldn’t look so good turning up with these knackered flowers, her make-up streaked and morale dented. This was not the impression she wanted to make. Her steps slowed and finally halted. Suddenly the flowers in her hand seemed pitiful. She could not look at them anymore. They embodied all the failures of the day. She binned them and headed for the park. She would try another day. Plenty of other lost souls to tend to in the meanwhile. Steve and Terry and Aidan and poor little Mungo. It was for the best, probably. It would’ve only hurt to see her.

         In the following days her husband’s words kept echoing in her head. Was she in denial? The emotion she wouldn’t admit still lurked inside her, causing havoc. She suspected it was all connected: her unspent grief wouldn’t let her get sober, and while she remained a mess her girl would not return.

         
            *

         

         The Leicester Square grief group met at 7 p.m. on Thursdays, newcomers welcome. Though the group would prefer, where possible, if ghosts were left at home. If your ghost was following you to the session, the group recommended visiting a supermarket: the bright colours and endless choice were known to confuse or entrance the dead. Otherwise, a slip of red paper carried in a pocket might ward them off. Or – this was Lil’s approach rather than any official recommendation – you could be so pickled in drink they wouldn’t come close. 154

         Four months I’m walking around like everything’s normal, a jowly man with a heavy gut was telling the group. I think I’m doing fine. Then this bastard month arrives and she comes back. I see her, I’m fine. Then a week ago I’m getting coffee and the barista or what-have-you says they haven’t got regular milk. Next thing I know the coffee shop is smashed to pieces and there’s blood running down my face and I realise I am a hundred per cent not fine.

         The group, in a circle around the speaker, nodded sympathetically.

         I was suppressing, you know? So. A condition for my staying out of jail is I got to engage with this group. I get this flyer and here I am, which, best thing that ever happened to me.

         Lil lingered by the tea urn at the back. She didn’t see the bereavement woman who’d told her to come here. Probably just as well. She was between six and ten cans of cider in but who was counting. If anyone asked she was here for the biscuits. She’d been in these groups before. She’d flunked these groups before. Why was she even here?

         Thank you, Graham, said the woman running the group. Her name badge said Maggie. Great to hear these first ten minutes are the best thing to ever happen to you, though I would stress patience. This is a marathon, not a sprint. The grieving process will take time. Good enthusiasm though. Anyone want to feed back to Graham?

         Yah, said an old hippie. I say well done, coming here, stepping up.

         The group murmured in agreement. Lil rolled her eyes. 155

         Way I see it, the hippie continued, ghosts are like echoes. Fragments of who that person was, caught in some weird loop. Some people think you can’t talk to echoes. There’s no conversation to be had. I think these echoes are trying to tell us things. Maybe we can’t talk to them but we can still hear their messages. If you don’t listen, they’ll keep echoing.

         Lil took a sip of tea and scalded the roof of her mouth.

         Thank you, Paul, said Maggie, for sharing your echo theory again. Who’s next? I’d love to hear from new faces. You in the brown top, what’s your name? She indicated a small woman perching on the edge of a chair like it might give her some terminal disease.

         Jane, said the woman.

         Tell us your story, Jane.

         Flustered, Jane stood up. Not much to say. My husband suggested I come. Well, he’s not my husband – he’s a rental. My mother comes back. It seemed like a good idea. He says I’m grieving her so I lash out. I suppose as my employee he’s entitled to reasonable working conditions … so I’ve come here. Without him knowing. See what comes out. I mean, I’ve rented a husband, obviously I’ll try anything.

         Maggie said, How did you get on with your mother? When she was alive.

         She drove me bananas. But no more than most mothers, I dare say.

         How long ago did she die?

         Four years.

         And she’s haunted you every year since? 156

         That’s right.

         But you’ve only been anxious enough to hire a husband this year.

         Yes.

         Why?

         Jane looked unsure.

         What happened in the last year?

         Nothing. I broke up with someone. Or they broke up with me. And before you ask, I don’t know why.

         Maybe that’s the root of it, Jane. Maybe the real ghost here is your ex, not your mother. That’s the grief you need to make peace with.

         No. That’s just … people stuff.

         Meaning?

         People are unreliable. We all know that. Isn’t it more likely I’m upset by the risen dead?

         You weren’t upset by them until this other event. You handled your mother’s ghost fine on your own before. Your partner pulling away knocked your confidence.

         No, Jane murmured, no longer sounding sure.

         Grief is sneaky, Maggie went on. It doesn’t always come out how you expect. Look at Graham and his coffee.

         Totally smashed the place, said Graham.

         I know ghosts are all any of us think about these days, Maggie continued. But sometimes they’re not the source of our problems. They’re ciphers for other problems. Mirrors for facets of ourselves.

         And echoes, said Paul. 157

         It’s easy to blame ghosts for everything. We must look at what’s behind the ghost. How do you feel about what I’ve just said, Jane?

         I don’t agree, Jane said sulkily.

         That’s your right, Maggie said, all smoothness and light. Anyone else want to feed back to Jane?

         The group shook their heads.

         All right. Let’s have another speaker. Maggie’s eyes settled on Lil skulking at the back. You near the door. You haven’t joined the circle but you are most welcome. What’s your name?

         Lil.

         We’d love to hear your story, Lil.

         Yeah, no.

         Please. We’re all telling our stories. We’re all grieving.

         The group smiled kindly at her. Hope made people look so foolish.

         I don’t want to.

         Don’t worry. We won’t bite.

         Yeah, but I might.

         Come and share.

         Lil shuffled into the circle of waiting faces and gave them the most basic outline of the wound. As much as she could bear. Her little girl had died. She didn’t want to go into it. Her marriage had fallen apart. She didn’t want to go into that either. He hadn’t blamed her for what happened – though she blamed herself – she just couldn’t bear him afterwards. Couldn’t bear hearing her child in his voice, the specific 158words and pauses she’d got from him. Couldn’t bear how he could live in that house, with their child’s things everywhere, those rooms full of knives. Long story short, she’d left. She was on the streets, drinking. Mostly around Green Park. Wasn’t so bad. Lot of fresh air. She didn’t want their sympathy or advice. She was only telling this because she had a horrible sense that bottling it up was not ideal. That it might be adding to a general feeling of being chased around her own soul. She didn’t expect anything to come of this. Didn’t think it worth a toss. But for some reason her legs had led her here tonight. She was aiming for the offy and somehow ended up here, and when your brain started doing that sort of thing, pulling the manual override switch, maybe you had to listen.

         This girl of yours, a plummy woman asked, does she come back?

         Not to me, Lil said.

         Because when my Benjy came back I felt like he showed me I couldn’t just curl up and die. That there was a way to go on.

         I wouldn’t know about that.

         As I see it, the woman said, we’re being given a second chance.

         I didn’t ask for one, Lil said, hating the woman’s smugness. Who was she to tell her about chances?

         Maybe it’s not up to you.

         Lil scowled but restrained herself. She was trying to do this thing half-properly. Always with these efforts – the 159detox, the flowers – she ended up smashing everything. At a certain point things got so close, so inside, she couldn’t bear it.

         Lil, said Maggie, how do you feel about what you’ve just heard?

         Like this one is a pushy bitch.

         OK, that’s not really something you’re feeling. More of an insult.

         All right. I feel like I want to slap her.

         It’s OK, said the plummy woman. I was like you when I started. Openness is a language we have to learn.

         For a second Lil stared at the woman without expression. Then she leapt at her, fists flying, grabbing clumps of hair. The group exploded in panic. Lil was pulled off, kicking and cursing, as the woman screamed about assault. They’d never let her back in the group now, she was a hopeless case, she’d proved it once again. Someone was dragging her away and she found herself in the loo being held with surprising strength by the little anxious woman, Jane, who was telling her to calm down in a firm schoolteacher voice. Incredibly, it was working. Lil’s rage settled.

         OK? Jane was saying. Take a breath.

         But she’s—

         Fiona’s a bitch. OK? You’re right. What you went through—

         Don’t you fuckin’ tell me what I went through.

         I’m not. I’m not. I’m just sorry you went through it.

         Yeah well. 160

         Jane let go of Lil’s arms. I want you to take my number, she said.

         What? Why?

         To talk. If you need.

         I don’t have a phone.

         Take it anyway. Jane scribbled on a paper towel and handed it to Lil. I’m not asking you to trust me. I don’t know what I can do. We’re all alone in this. But if you ever want to be alone with someone—

         Suddenly, to Lil’s surprise, Jane hugged her. Before she could object, she felt Jane’s tense little body heaving with sobs. This random woman was crying on her.

         I’m so sorry for everything, Jane whispered through her tears.

         You don’t have to be sorry.

         It’s my fault.

         How could it be your fault?

         Sorry, Jane said, I was thinking about Sandra, my ex …

         Oh.

         Somehow I drove her away.

         It’s all right, said Lil, patting her gently. It’s all right. But she was thinking this grief lot were crazy and she would not be coming back.
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         ‘You’re running from someone. Or something. But it has found you.’

         Madame Juvier, diviner of the tarot and psychic of some repute, was unfortunately charging double due to high demand. People were not so big on certainty now; they needed all the help they could get. Madame Juvier offered message services between living and dead. Say the hellos and goodbyes you never got the chance to say. You WON’T regret it. She was licensed to mediate in inter-planar disputes. She had over two hundred five-star ratings for professionalism and cleanliness (originally a cleaner by trade, the habit had not left her). In cases of extreme anxiety, she prescribed small doses of a certain root (she was not at liberty to divulge the name) which had supposedly fantastic effects. Not to mention she was the owner of a made-to-order metal icon of The Drowned Man, which answered questions and foretold future events by a change in its patina.

         Gideon leaned forward. ‘I switch hotels constantly. Sometimes two, three times a day. I … see things. I can’t sleep, can’t eat. I think my hair’s falling out …’

         He was being hunted. The ghost which had gripped his heart in the alley found him at all hours. Mostly it seemed 162content to toy with him, terrifying him in disgusting little ways. A clawing hand from under the bed. A face curled around the door. A shadowy form pressing against the shower glass. Gideon had tried to reason with it, ignore it, punch it, stab it – even embrace it. None of which had the slightest effect, besides the stabbing attempt, which left a series of knife marks in The Connaught’s walls. The attacks only made the ghost more merciless. Gideon would wake to find its rotting face against his own or its phantom hand down his throat. It would follow him everywhere for days at a time, with an expression of such hatred that total strangers would stop him in the street and whisper their sympathies. It had not gripped his heart since that first time, but Gideon still shivered to remember the things he’d seen, the horrible empathy he had felt. Of all the ghost’s horrors, that was the one he feared most.

         ‘What’s the right course, Madame Juvier?’

         ‘You will get what you deserve.’

         ‘What do I deserve?’

         ‘This I do not know, but I think you do.’

         ‘At least tell me, am I in danger?’

         ‘There is danger around you. It’s very close.’

         ‘What else?’

         ‘I see violence. I see blood.’

         ‘Blood? Is it mine?’

         ‘It’s not necessarily yours or anyone else’s. It’s not necessarily bad. There is a miraculous power in blood.’

         ‘So it’s like a symbol, you’re saying.’ 163

         ‘This word “symbol” is an idea from the surface world. I am talking about what is beyond static reality.’

         ‘And what’s that?’

         ‘Behind the world there is another world.’

         ‘All due respect, Madame Juvier, I don’t know what that means. I’m asking what I do today, tomorrow.’

         ‘You feel unsafe. You want to know how you can ever feel safe again.’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Stop running.’

         ‘I can’t.’ Then in a lower voice, ‘I’m afraid.’

         ‘So you try to run. But running does not work. Listen to the dead.’

         ‘How? I can’t hear them.’

         ‘Again you are thinking of the surface world. You cannot hear because you are not listening. Stop running. Stop shouting. The dead keep talking if the living will listen.’

         He thought he knew what the psychic meant. That feeling when the ghost had reached into his chest and he had known things about some woman, some stranger he’d never met, that broke his heart.

         ‘Broadly speaking, what do they want?’

         ‘Offerings. The hungry ghost searches everywhere and is never at rest. The sated ghost, by contrast, cannot see secret things.’

         ‘What are we talking here? Wine? Fruit?’

         ‘If I told you I would be interfering with the fates.’

         ‘Right. Gotcha.’ He had little faith that some incense and 164cut apple would magically change his fortunes.

         ‘One more thing,’ the psychic said as he was rising to leave. ‘Someone you fear has recently died.’

         ‘My dad?’

         ‘No. Someone far away.’

         ‘Dad’s in the Maldives.’

         Madame Juvier’s look said she’d met no greater moron in any dimension. ‘Someone spiritually far away.’

         He couldn’t think of anyone else he feared and had enough on his plate, frankly.

         
            *

         

         So he went home. Against his instincts. Hating life. But Madame Juvier was right about this much: wherever he hid he would be found.

         He kept the doubles to mitigate the haunting, sharing his life and house with them. At first he instructed them how to act more like him, until he realised all his notes were essentially to be less decent. ‘Don’t thank the maid for bringing coffee, that’s her fucking job.’ ‘Don’t hold the door open for the gardener, are you insane?’ It was a strange time, living with multiple other versions of himself: meeting himself on the stairs, waiting outside the toilet for himself to finish, listening to a version of himself speaking Hungarian, watching another him spurt burger sauce down a Savile Row suit he was pretty sure he’d not said that version of him could wear. Seeing other Gideons who weren’t twitching for a line or a drink, who weren’t hiding from the world, who weren’t consumed by nerves and guilt; Gideons born with 165no silver spoons in their mouths, gifted no expensive education, afforded no privileges, who were in every sense better humans, better Gideons even, than Gideon himself.

         In autumn, as the temperature falls, small wild creatures seek the warmth of London houses. Scratching and scurrying punctuate the night. Opening a cupboard, you may find eyes staring back at you. In the quiet hours, presences scuttle in the walls. Now Gideon experienced a ghoulish version of this phenomenon. A sudden draught entering a room where no windows or doors were open. A reflection in a whisky tumbler momentarily suggesting other, diabolical forms. The suggestion of a face beneath the surface of the ornamental pond. Things lurked close at hand. Every unknown sound or movement made him tense.

         One night he heard faint singing somewhere in the house. A man’s voice painstakingly repeated a rising and falling Kyrie Eleison. The sort of music played at funerals as the coffin was fed into the flames: a prayer sent up to the angels. He followed the sound to a door on the third floor, which he opened without knocking (it was his house, after all, or his parents’ house; same difference). A softer-faced double stopped singing. They regarded one another.

         ‘Hello.’ The man did not seem awkward or surprised to see Gideon.

         ‘Late night music practice?’ Gideon all smiles.

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘What’s your name?’

         ‘Tomas.’ 166

         ‘Uh-huh.’

         ‘It is bothering you? The music?’

         ‘God no.’

         ‘Do you wish to come in?’ The man spoke formally, with an Eastern European accent.

         ‘That’s OK.’ Gideon didn’t want to sit in this tiny room and have this guy sing to him about salvation and redemption. What was this room anyway? It was like a laundry closet or something. He could have touched both walls with his arms outstretched.

         ‘Please, sit. I have tea.’ The man gestured to a kettle on the bedside table.

         ‘Honestly, I can’t. But good to meet you, yeah?’ said Gideon, unnerved by the man’s friendliness. It seemed so genuine.

         ‘You are having a difficult time,’ the man said.

         ‘Yes,’ said Gideon, shocked and slightly annoyed at the directness of the statement.

         ‘It will be all right.’

         ‘Thank you.’

         Downstairs, Gideon found a guard in the dark confines of the security room.

         ‘Mr Carter.’ The man wiped crumbs from his trousers. His face, chewing a mouthful of sandwich he’d been interrupted eating, glowed with blue monitor light.

         ‘There’s a double on the third floor. Tomas. Did you know he sings through the night?’

         ‘No, Mr Carter.’

         ‘Make sure he doesn’t do it anymore.’ 167

         
            *

         

         The third day back, when his problem had still not materialised, he began to relax. Maybe he was in the clear. He rang his dealer and got a tremendous amount of cocaine sent round. As soon as the first line hit the back of his throat he felt better: he was a Carter, the world was his. He’d done nothing wrong. It was only his trauma talking; he wasn’t going to let that threaten him. How worried he’d been! He’d had a wobble but was back on track. He called down for a huge green juice and walked around the house telling staff and doubles how great he felt. He sensed that while they didn’t believe him they could see he believed himself – but what did such distinctions matter? If he could hold his nerve to the end of the month he’d be golden.

         Coked up and ebullient, he realised how small his world had become. He no longer went anywhere. The company of friends brought no relief. Worrying and being haunted had become his main occupations. His Ferrari was still in front of the club where he’d parked it on the first day of the month, accruing daily tickets of which Westminster Council was only too happy to remind him. Everyone was after him. They wouldn’t have hounded him like this if he was poor and ugly. They saw the Ferrari and they wanted it to be parked on a double yellow. They checked the Ferrari – and lo and behold, it so happened he had left it parked on a double yellow on this occasion. They, whoever ‘they’ were – potentially anyone at this stage (it was the royal ‘we’ and the paranoid ‘they’) – saw his bone structure and his suits and thirsted to 168punish him. He knew the staff and the other Gideons whispered behind his back. But there was nothing wrong with him. If anything, he’d been wronged! He was as much a victim as anyone. It wasn’t his fault he was born into this life. It was total – what was the word people used? Prejudice? Total prejudice against him. ‘People will always resent you for what you have,’ his father had warned him growing up. On some level he thought his father also resented him for this, for what he’d inherited without earning, though that only deepened his sense of victimhood: all the odds were stacked against him.

         That night, as he idly knocked balls around the billiards table, his problems caught up with him at last. Playing a long shot, his eyes followed the white ball to the end of the table and beyond, compelled by some change in the quality of the shadows, into the room’s far corner. Away from the table lights, a tall figure stood plunged in darkness. Gideon opened his mouth to scream at whichever double it was, sneaking up on him in the state he was in. The words died on his lips. Something about the stare of those eyes … He angled the billiard lamp into the corner, illuminating the upright corpse of the young black man.

         ‘Christ!’ Gideon leapt back, sending the lamp swinging in erratic strobe-like movements. ‘No,’ he stammered. ‘You’re not real.’

         The ghost smiled horribly, as if this was not the consolation Gideon thought it to be.
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         Each time the lamp swung in the ghost’s direction, the figure seemed to be advancing.

         ‘No!’

         He swung the billiards cue wildly. The ghost was close enough for him to see the greenish decay around the eyes and mouth. He felt utter disgust and terror. Directly or not, that’s my doing, he thought. That’s what I’ve made of him.

         ‘What do you want?’ he cried. This was him facing his trauma. Not exactly with the dignity and resolve he’d hoped. Could he choose not to fear? It didn’t seem to work that way. He could say as much, yet the fearful things remained. Facing them didn’t lessen the fear; it confirmed it.

         The ghost reached forward a horrible mildewed hand. Gideon remembered the desolation he’d felt when that hand had plunged into his heart. Unable to bear the thought, on the edge of sanity, he screamed, ‘Please! Leave me alone!’

         Downstairs the staff would be conferring about him, discussing what they should do, hiding the sharp objects.

         ‘You want me to say sorry?’ He spoke to the spirit with all the sincerity his fear was making him feel. ‘Is that what you want?’

         Suddenly the spirit darted forward. Its hand thrust into Gideon’s chest. He felt a column of ice advancing towards his heart. Dread washed over him. In his mind’s eye he was on the street where the crash took place. He knew it instantly, just as he knew the crash was about to happen. He could hear the roar of the engine, he could smell the petrol and the burning rubber as the car tried, far too late, to 170brake. The feeling was so powerful he threw his hands up in front of him, a useless reflex, trying to stop the terrible violence coming.

         ‘No!’

         The force of the car smashed into him, throwing him across the room. Lying in a heap, he felt the life ebbing from his body; he knew without a doubt what it was to die, and it was the most awful thing he’d ever felt. He heard a woman screaming close at hand and the car screeching away. With one flickering eye he saw the ghost standing over him, a look of cold, pitiless fury on its deathly face.

         He wasn’t proud of what he did next. Sniffing back mucus, cupping his hands in prayer, he crawled to his knees and begged the ghost for mercy. He hadn’t done this thing. It wasn’t his fault. The man the ghost wanted was in prison where he belonged. For what it was worth he, Gideon, was sorry. He was so terribly sorry. First thing in the morning, he promised, he’d make things right. At some point, through his tears, he sensed the ghost had gone.

         
            *

         

         Next morning he headed for Coutts on the Strand. Real problems called for real solutions. The psychic had suggested an offering; Gideon knew none better than money.

         Through the centre of London in all its luxury. Huge adverts promoting perfumes and jewellery and designer clothing, the messaging all with a Ghost Month flavour. But the facial expressions in the ads were unrealistic – not one of them was trying to look human while riddled with terror. 171

         When the car got stuck in traffic he leapt out and walked, limping from the crash he’d lived through the previous night, ducking through the crowds, at one point swerving an entire gang of what appeared to be dead 1970s gangsters with leather jackets and bad attitudes who’d claimed the spot outside McDonald’s. Nearby a woman screamed and he swivelled round, for a moment back on that cursed street in the aftermath, but it was only a girl meeting her friends. They looked happy. People from another world.

         He arrived at the bank wild-eyed and breathless, insisting on being seen immediately though he had no appointment or even personal identification. They would be wise to remember his father was a high-level client. His wealth manager, Loudon, was called and the message relayed in discreetly concerned tones. Then he was in the mahogany-panelled office and Loudon (a suave, grey-eyed, unrufflable son-of-a-bitch) was shaking his hand and asking if everything was all right – no, everything was very far from all right; he’d had his chest opened up, he’d felt the pain of others as if it were his own, he’d been hit by a car on the second floor of his home.

         ‘Can I get you anything, Mr Carter? A drink perhaps?’

         ‘A line if you have it.’

         Loudon laughed, though Gideon wasn’t joking.

         ‘I can’t provide that, but I’ll help however I can.’

         Gideon took the seat offered but kept looking over his shoulder in case anything unwelcome should drift in, and his hands gripped the chair’s arms and his knees shook like jackhammers, none of which was missed by the suave 172Loudon, who opened his palms in an expression of benevolence and goodwill and asked calmly how he might be of assistance.

         ‘I need money. Hard cash. Today.’

         ‘I’m sure we can arrange that. How much did you have in mind?’

         This was the problem with the money solution. It was extremely difficult to quantify what a life was worth. Everything had a price, but how did you know what that price was?

         
            *

         

         If his parents had taught him anything, it was that everything could be taken or acquired. His clearest memories of his father were the hunts he’d taken him on as a boy. At the old man’s side in the cold damp woods, all the old manners and nobilities around them. Waiting in the scrub as the light came up, the air striped with scraps of fog, listening to the cries of the hounds in the distance as they caught and lost the scent. His father telling him to be ready and keep his eyes and ears open and above all be silent. And although he was young and more interested in the gun and his spiffy tweed jacket than in the hunt itself, he was aware he was part of an ancient and unchanging contest playing out according to ancient and unchanging rules. Part of a deep river of thinking that had been waiting for him since he came into the world, there in the racked guns and trophy heads in the country house which would one day be his. Timeless things, waiting for the moment he could understand them. His father tense 173at his side, waiting for him to take the shot, to take what he and his had always taken. And he, the boy, hoping for the prize above all others, that when he pulled the trigger his father would say he had done well.

         Throughout his childhood, his father had been a huge presence while scarcely being there. The back of a head at a desk, which on no account must be disturbed. A face at the other end of a long dinner table. A phantom force, powerful, vaguely disapproving, unknowable.

         Of his mother he had little more. She would dress him in suits with bow ties when her friends came over, and every year on his birthday she gave him a card full of money. That was what everyone wanted really, she said. Then he could get whatever he wanted. Nannies had raised him; an endless parade of French, Swedish, Filipino or Malay women, young and old, kind or stern. Lucky him: most children only got one mother, he’d had at least fifteen. And when he kicked one of them in the shin or poured bleach over their clothes or contrived some other noisy spectacle, his mother never said a word to him. She showed no interest, just changed the nanny.

         Conference call with his parents, the day after the crash. Phone reception had been patchy: the Carters senior were at a remote South African game reserve (they were always somewhere). Cracks and distortions in their voices made them sound unreal. Fake versions of parents. Gideon explained what had happened, glossing over the drink and drugs. Him and Leon returning from a party. A momentary lapse of concentration. The news was saying deaths. There 174was a long silence at the other end of the line.

         ‘And how’s Millie?’ his mother said at last, as if they were exchanging holiday reports.

         ‘Mum, are you listening? This is serious. It’s a … a crime.’ He found it oddly pleasing to say ‘crime’ to his mother. She more than anyone would never allow herself to believe he could be involved in such things. Her darling boy whom she’d never bothered to know. Ashamed as he was by what had happened, he wanted to rub her face in it. This was something he would not let her wilfully ignore.

         His father took over. The man clicked his fingers and expected the universe to bend to his will. Had anyone seen anything? Had anyone spoken to the police? Gideon had to calm down. Be sensible. Here were the facts: Leon had been driving, not Gideon. It was Gideon’s car, but he’d been tired (wasted); he’d let Leon drive. You didn’t go to jail for being in the passenger seat. It wasn’t his fault. Unfortunately for Leon, he’d have to take this one on the chin. They’d make sure the boy got good lawyers, the smallest sentence possible. No part of this would touch Gideon. It sounded almost like his father was concerned about his well-being, but Carter senior was only ensuring his son wouldn’t tarnish the family name. Beneath the words Gideon could hear the fury and disgust, the absolute refusal to indulge whatever weak, snivelling emotions his son might feel. This layabout son who shows no initiative or gumption his whole life, then one day calls to say he’s been involved in a fatal accident and people are dead. 175

         It had all worked out for Gideon, legally speaking. It had worked out less well for Leon, though that was by the by. Gideon remained a free man. Friends extended their sympathies. What a nightmare for him. Nothing he could have done.

         But always he was looking over his shoulder, watching the door. He did not have his father’s steel core. He worried; he feared his dreams. On the surface, he carried on as before. His face was often smiling, as if he were happy and enjoying life, but it was a cheerfulness that hid an emptiness; a mask. This was the horror of trauma: even if the matter was resolved, you could still feel it as a living threat. You could still feel guilt as if you’d done the crime yourself. Guilt kept pouring out of you. There were times he read about a random murder in the news and felt he had committed it, even when he’d been hundreds of miles away.

         
            *

         

         Shortly before dawn the day after the Coutts visit, a hunched and hooded figure crept out of the Holland Park house, heading towards Shepherd’s Bush. (The hoodie was cashmere, if you looked closely, but the struggle was very much real.) The highways and dwellings of the city, muted under cover of night, seemed small and flimsy next to the shadows of Gideon’s life. Yet he felt better for what he was about to do.

         He stopped outside a tailor and dry cleaner’s shop in the poorer part of Shepherd’s Bush near the market. Somewhere close by a dog began to bark and did not stop. Through the shop’s letterbox he pushed a large envelope. An offering was 176made. Perhaps the first of several. The sum had sounded large when Gideon said it to his bank manager, it had felt substantial when he held it in his hands, yet once it was posted into the tailor’s shop he was no longer sure. On the envelope, a simple message. He’d agonised over what to write; nothing did it justice. In the end he’d scrawled a single word.

         SORRY.
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         ‘Wake up, dummy,’ said Kenzie, opening the curtains. Sun spilled in like a cracked egg.

         Eddie pulled the sheets over his head. The neighbourhood dogs had barked all night. His rest felt cut up and raggedy.

         ‘Why are you waking me? Where’s Mum?’

         ‘I’m serious, you need to get up.’

         ‘Is David …’ He trailed off, uncertain what his question was.

         ‘Just get up, would you?’

         Kenzie said it like it was an emergency, but everything was an emergency these days. Eddie could get ready in two and a half minutes anyway. Shower and a brush passed over the teeth, the briefest meeting, hello tooth, hello brush, the usual is it, yes please, righty-ho, school clothes thrown on, rah is that the state of my blazer, who did that, and down the hall to the dinner table where on this sunny morning a huge pile of money sat, his mum standing over it looking wired.

         ‘It is providence,’ she was saying. ‘A gift from God.’

         His dad inspected the envelope the money had come in. ‘What is this “Sorry” written here?’

         ‘God is sorry David has not come back.’

         ‘God is not writing sorry letters,’ his dad said gently. ‘Something is going on.’ 178

         ‘Yes. Big changes are coming!’

         His parents were talking about the same pile of money but they were not having the same conversation.

         ‘It is blood money.’

         ‘That’s major blood,’ said Kenzie.

         ‘Or it is a mistake, the wrong address.’

         ‘It is a sign,’ said his mum. ‘A test. Pastor Jacob says this is the time of signs and the season of miracles.’

         ‘We cannot keep it,’ said his dad.

         ‘I agree,’ said his mum. ‘We must do something with it.’

         ‘Go Maldives innit,’ said Kenzie.

         ‘No, Kenzie,’ said their dad. ‘We take it to the police.’

         Eddie’s first thought was to spend half the money on a jetpack and half on the seals in Antarctica whose ice cubes were melting. On second thoughts, maybe his dad was right and this was dangerous money.

         The bell rang frantically for the shop below. The day’s first customer, trousers split, grease on their wedding dress.

         ‘We don’t touch that money,’ his dad said sternly as he left. ‘We have no idea what it is for or who it belongs to.’

         ‘Mum?’ Eddie said. ‘Is there anything to eat?’

         Though he could have got the food himself he wanted his mother to see him, to recognise what he needed and get it for him. But all she said was, ‘Hush, baby. I am thinking.’

         Kenzie put toast and juice in front of him with a warning shake of the head to say, ‘Don’t trouble Mum.’

         ‘Eat fast,’ she said. ‘You’ll be late for school.’

         ‘School?’ His mum came into focus. ‘No, no. That is not 179God’s plan. Your brother is missing and providence has blessed us with this sign.’

         At the word ‘missing’ Kenzie and Eddie looked at each other like who wants to tell her, not me.

         ‘You cannot just go to school.’

         ‘But—’

         ‘You will come with me. Kenzie, you too. We must go to church. Pastor Jacob will know what to do.’

         Eddie was surprised to see her gather the money and stuff it into her purse. ‘But Dad said—’

         ‘Edward, I’m in no mood for back-chatting today, I am telling you. Get your church clothes on.’

         Outside, ghosts were all about. Sitting on satellite dishes, standing in the road. A dead bodybuilder was deep in conversation with a dead guitarist, who knew what about. Some way off, the mystery ghost saw Eddie and drifted towards him. But Eddie did not have time to be afraid. He was too scared of what was happening with his mum. Oh no you don’t! Beat it, ghost!

         What his mum was saying did not make sense. The money was a sign – but weren’t signs meant to be clear? His brother was missing? His brother was dead. When people were dead you talked about them in the past, not like they were still feeling things or upset by things. Even if they came back and hovered about, you didn’t act like they’d only popped out to the shops.

         Eddie was eight years old when his brother died. What did an eight-year-old know of death? Not much perhaps. 180He was still figuring it out and now he was nine and nearly grown up. People didn’t like to talk about death or sex, he’d noticed. They were special and mysterious but also the end of the conversation. Perhaps sex and death were things people didn’t think about much. If a person said, ‘I did sex,’ others might say, ‘Cool.’ If they said, ‘So-and-so died,’ others might say, ‘Oh dear.’

         He knew several people who had died. Besides his brother, there was his dad’s friend, Mr Aloysius, who he’d heard his parents say had made a bad marriage, as if this had somehow killed him. Also the old lady next door who’d worn slippers and smelled of sour milk. And Jesus, who David had once said was ‘not all that’ now anyone could rise from the dead. At the time, it was the most daring thing Eddie had ever heard.

         He walked alongside his mum in his ivory satin outfit with the blue band and blue beret. Although he was scared, he would be strong for her. He would protect her, like a bodyguard. Tango alpha, I have eyes on the asset. Repeat. Eyes on the asset. The asset is secure. Tango alpha, maybe secure isn’t the right word. Behaviour is very weird. Please advise. Over.

         The church was a low rickety warehouse set back in a big car park. You knew it was a church by the banner over the front saying CHURCH OF HOLY GHOST POWER. Another sign at the gates said LOVE WILL SAVE US. Crossed out but still visible below, some vandal had written Don’t be so sure. One side of the car park was fenced off for a sprawling community garden which gave the whole place a 181sleepy mushy vegetable smell. The blackberries in the garden were a lush purple. Apples hung temptingly from the trees. Sunflowers and foxgloves stood tall as men. Other plants and flowers grew there too but these were the only ones Eddie knew. He liked sunflowers, they looked happy. He was a bit afraid of foxgloves. They seemed too ripe and open. Looking inside their flowers made him feel naughty, like when Tommy showed him the naked ladies from his brother’s computer. He thought how he should be at school with Tommy right now. Miss Turner was going to kill him and then send him to Mr Reynolds, the headmaster, who had no hair. Eddie had never bunked school before. Now he was basically a criminal and it had all happened so fast.

         Inside the church, everyone was in their white garments. It was standing room only. His mum pulled them to the front where old people sat on foldable chairs like the sort at picnics. Eddie counted five or maybe six ghosts dotted about the congregation. He was the only child in the stuffy room. People fanned themselves with pamphlets and hymn books. Aunties looked out from under their white bonnets at the preacher, who was in full swing.

         ‘Get yourself closer to God,’ he was saying. ‘Get yourself right with God.’

         Eddie knew this was Pastor Jacob. His mum had taken him here before and played his videos many times. His mum loved Pastor Jacob. He was a good man and his picture was on the side of several buses. Just being here and hearing his voice, she had a sort of starry look about her. 182

         ‘Many take the wrong path this time of year. They refuse to believe. They remove whatever is inconvenient or painful from their lives.’

         Shouts of agreement.

         ‘Others protest. “It’s not fair! We didn’t ask for these ghosts. We want things like normal.” But wanting something does not make it so. That is not the world we’re living in. You can’t stop what’s coming. That’s vanity.’

         Vanity, the congregation echoed.

         ‘When my dear wife first appeared to me, I tried repenting. Another foolish path! I prayed for forgiveness. I wore my knees to the bone. I thought her ghost was my sin. Wrong! God created death as he created all things. In his wisdom our Lord decreed it. We must open our hearts to God’s will. Death is not a dirty word. In the midst of life we are in death! These ghosts are part of life. You will never know love while you close your heart. You must embrace death.’

         Embrace!

         ‘It hurts that those we love died, but they are not gone. The Lord has willed we should see them again.’ Pastor Jacob pointed to the lingering ghosts. Eddie thought they looked a little awkward to have all eyes suddenly on them. ‘Do not waste this gift, brothers and sisters! Do not turn your backs on the dead.’

         Pastor Jacob had said ‘death’ or ‘dead’ a lot of times. Thinking too much about death made Eddie afraid.

         ‘As many of you know, we are engaged in a great project 183here at Holy Ghost Power. We are building the true church of God. The Holy Ghost is on the move, amen!’

         Amen!

         ‘Look at you crammed in here! This is one of the last services in this old space. We are taking the fight to the centre. Going forth into the hate and delusion. We must be a beacon in these times, spreading our message of love and power. Brothers and sisters, we need these donations! Work is well underway on the great encampment in Green Park. A bigger church in beautiful plywood, and space for worshippers to live. Some of you have been asking, “Pastor, is all this building legal?” Brothers and sisters, no one has said we can’t! Probably because they see the good we are doing … We are building a town of God where we can live and pray together.’

         Eddie wondered who wanted to live in a church. Two hours here, he was tugging at his mum’s wrapper and would die if he didn’t get a snack.

         A collection plate went around. ‘Give generously, brothers and sisters. We are trying to accomplish big things. Please give. God smiles when you give. He sees your open loving hearts.’

         The plate came past Eddie. People had put in twenty-pound notes, even a few fifties. He saw his mum reach into her bag and put their mystery money, all of it, on the tray. His breath quickened. On the one hand God would be super pleased. Even the plate looked pleased to get so much money. On the other, this seemed to be very wild and not-discussed behaviour from his mum. He looked at his sister: she had the expression he was feeling. 184

         ‘Mum,’ Kenzie hissed, ‘what are you doing?’

         But she did not seem to hear.

         Murmurs of shock rippled around them. Word spreading through the congregation. That lady, from her bag, just like that. The pastor stepped into the crowd and approached. Up close he smelled like sweat and cologne. He looked at the plate, then at Elizabeth. His expression was sombre. ‘You did this?’

         ‘Yes, Pastor.’

         ‘This is your money?’

         ‘It is God’s money. For God’s cause.’

         The pastor’s face broke into a broad smile. ‘This is an answer I like.’ He turned to the other believers. One wagging finger pointed to the heavens. ‘This is a woman I like! She will get this church built in no time!’

         ‘Pastor Jacob.’ His mum grasped the preacher’s robes. ‘I need your guidance.’ Pastor Jacob didn’t look so happy to be grabbed but her grip was firm. ‘The first night my David came back, but since, nothing. What can I do? I brought my family. Not my husband, but … I seek your guidance.’

         Looking between the plate of money and the hands on his robes, the pastor said, ‘Where is your husband?’

         ‘He does not believe. “Death is death,” he says.’

         That wasn’t all Eddie’s dad said. He also said (Eddie heard it through their flat’s paper-thin walls) that the church preyed on the vulnerable, that Pastor Jacob was a fraud, that at times of uncertainty and confusion worms always came out of the woodwork. 185

         ‘Too bad about your husband. That is the path to suffering. We harden our hearts against those we love.’

         ‘I know it, Pastor. I tried to tell him this.’

         ‘Pay no heed to the non-believers.’

         Eddie was thinking there was something cold and unmoving in this religion business when the pastor turned his attention to him.

         ‘You must pray for your brother, do you hear?’ he said. ‘You must let him into your hearts and have no fear. Pray noon and night.’ His scary eyes searched Eddie’s face. ‘Are you listening, my boy?’

         Eddie was listening but not comfortably. His mother’s face had a weird glow. She was only interested in seeing David again. David was his brother and everything, but it seemed wrong to pray for his return. If he did come back, what then? At the end of the month, when he left, his mum would be heartbroken all over again. It seemed cruel to dangle this hope in front of her, like a present she couldn’t really have. He distrusted the pastor for encouraging it.

         ‘I will pray for him as well,’ said Pastor Jacob, placing a reassuring hand on Elizabeth’s hand gripping his lapel. Gently he prised her fingers off. ‘Come with us. Live in our glorious new church. Give yourself to God fully and unconditionally. When we put our faith in the Lord anything is possible.’

         ‘Yes, Pastor.’

         ‘This money is a miracle, sister. Who knows what other miracles are on their way.’

         ‘A miracle,’ his mum murmured. She looked so happy. 186Eddie felt none of it. What God or the pastor on his behalf seemed to be saying was ‘Wait and see’.

         
            *

         

         Auntie Gloria said it was a foolish waste. What was her sister thinking? She had really gone out of her head. It wasn’t like they were rich. That money could have solved a lot of problems. But his mum said that was the exact sort of nonsense Gloria would say because she was a faithless sinner. Eddie’s dad stopped talking to his mum. Shut himself away in the shop downstairs, the sewing machine humming and clattering through the night.

         His mum retreated into her own world too: the endless search. Glued to preacher videos or performing rituals recommended on the Internet. David, I am pouring you half a cup of wine to signify the life you did not finish. Once, she fell asleep at the dinner table with her laptop on a web page about fixing candles to the backs of crabs and setting them loose in a graveyard to agitate the dead into coming back. Pure craziness. Or she was out in the streets putting posters of David on much-postered walls. LOST: HAVE YOU SEEN THIS GHOST? Begging passers-by. Telling complete strangers about his death like she had after the accident. She could not keep it in. The strangers leaning their long rubbery necks in, my lord how dreadful, vultures hungry for more. When Eddie was dragged out with her, these strangers would pinch his cheeks and say, ‘Look after your mother now, you hear?’ Easier said than done. Or she was at the new church in Green Park, Pastor Jacob 187increasingly the truth and the light. She had given him ten thousand pounds! She would never have spent that much on the rest of them.

         Eddie saw her drift into obsession, and felt distant from her. He had frequent dreams about her, nice dreams where they just talked, but in the real world his mum was no longer his.

         He saw how she looked for comfort in these words and rituals, how she didn’t throw out David’s stuff. You couldn’t say there was no use for these things anymore. You could never say a person was gone. Everything was unfinished. Life, grief, people, everything. Often he heard her crying, though he’d forgotten how to since David’s death. He thought now he couldn’t cry because his brother wouldn’t have cried.

         But this was not healthy, how his mum was. At school he’d been taught there were three types of things in life: things in other people’s control (like bedtime and going to school), things in his control (behaving, paying attention), and things in no one’s control. Understanding which category things were in helped you not get so sad or angry about stuff. Perhaps David being dead was a thing in no one’s control. Someone should tell his mum, ‘You can’t think about it all the time or you’ll go mad.’ Adults were meant to say this stuff, but his dad was no longer talking to her and Kenzie was keeping well clear, off at college or seeing her new boyfriend she’d met there. His name was Giraldo and he had a car. Kenzie swore he was very respectful and not taking liberties, they just drove around, that was all. 188But Auntie Gloria had seen a picture of this Giraldo and said his eyes were too close together, which meant he could not be trusted.

         No one missed Eddie if he didn’t come home from school right away. Sometimes he didn’t even go to school, just hung around the park or the arcade. Everyone was too busy with their own problems to notice one little boy bunking off. He could do what he liked, but it didn’t feel as good as he’d hoped. Everything felt airless and unsolvable. The unknown ghost continued to appear below his window or outside school, though Eddie refused to acknowledge it – it had made him do enough bad stuff already. And all the while his mum drifted further from the living. ‘No one requires you to solve the mysteries of the world,’ his dad had told him, but Eddie was handcuffed to these mysteries. Until they were solved, he was trapped.

         ‘We’ve got to do something about these ghosts,’ he told Tommy and Victor. They’d just finished playing football in the park. Tommy and Victor were collapsed on the ground, Victor holding his side for cramp after a heroic chasing-back tackle on Tommy, Tommy holding his ankle after a red-card-for-sure late tackle from Victor. Neither was in any rush to get up, which was how you knew the game was over. The three of them lay looking up at the sky. That cloud looked like a ghost wizard. That one like a ghost cow. Ghosts ghosts ghosts! Eddie was sick of them.

         ‘Do something how?’ Tommy said.

         ‘Like get rid of them.’ Eddie wasn’t sure this was what he 189wanted. He loved his brother. Even when he’d called Eddie ‘Ball Bag’ or given him hard nuggies. But it seemed the only way to break this deadlock (that was surely the word) was to make him disappear permanently.

         ‘Can’t do nothing to a ghost,’ Tommy said.

         ‘Flame-thrower,’ Victor said.

         ‘Where are you gonna get a flame-thrower? Don’t be dumb.’

         ‘When you say ghosts—’ Victor paused. ‘D’you mean …?’

         Tommy threw a pebble to shut him up.

         ‘It’s making my mum too sick,’ Eddie said. ‘It’s messing everything up. If he was gone for good, we could be how we were.’ He didn’t mention how his mum looked straight through him. They were his friends and all, but they would laugh at him. Ah! Mummy’s boy! So he said it tough, like he was too busy for this nonsense.

         Victor rolled onto his front and said, ‘The square root of the problem is the body.’ They were learning about square roots in Maths and Victor had started saying ‘the square root of the problem’ whenever he could. ‘We need to know was he buried or crenelated.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘You know!’ It was exasperating for Victor having to always explain. ‘When you put them in a big pizza oven and blast them into ash.’

         Eddie was not grateful for the mental image of his brother as a pizza. Tommy looked like he wanted to object to something but wasn’t sure what. 190

         ‘If he was crenelated, you got no chance. If he was buried, you go to the graveyard and dig up the coffin, and tie his shoelaces together tight tight so he can’t walk around on earth no more.’

         ‘Does that work?’

         ‘Or you break his legs.’

         ‘I can’t do that!’

         ‘He’s dead though.’

         ‘Still.’ None of this sounded good to Eddie. Break into a graveyard? Dig up his brother’s grave and open the coffin? What would be inside after ten months in the ground? He dreaded to think. Maggots squirming in eye sockets. A puddle of slime in the suit his dad had made. And then what? Smash the poor corpse up? He could take a lot of things but this was pretty gruesome.

         ‘Or you fill his pockets with stones. Or you mix bits of different dead bodies together, so they get confused about who they are.’

         ‘Where am I gonna find all these dead bodies?’

         ‘It’s a lot of digging,’ Tommy said.

         ‘Or, nuclear option, hear me out, you drive a stake through his—’

         ‘OK, shut up, Victor,’ Tommy said.

         ‘Yeah, shut up, Victor,’ Eddie said.

         ‘OK OK.’ Victor picked clumps of grass out of the patchy earth.

         ‘Isn’t there a way to do it without being mean?’ Eddie asked. 191

         ‘Maybe. You could leave something he liked in his coffin. Bury him with something special. That might stop him coming back.’

         But all this grave-digging and coffin-opening sounded awful to Eddie. He turned away, not wishing to think about it anymore.

         
            *

         

         One evening he and his mum handed out flyers in Shepherd’s Bush Market. The streets were slick and sludgy after a sudden downpour. Rain came off the awnings and guttering in snotty dribbles, falling on the living and the dead alike. Grey figures trudged by with free evening newspapers held over their heads. Occasionally one would stop and listen to the story of David.

         As his mum retold the tragedy to another stranger, it came into Eddie’s head to disappear. I’ll hide in the shopping centre, he thought. I’ll test her. If she misses me it will prove she still loves me.

         The shopping centre was deserted. Eddie felt special to be there when children his age were home having dinner, and worried because he knew he shouldn’t be. Walking on, he became aware of a pale figure close behind him. He didn’t look in case he made himself scared. Trickster spirits lurked everywhere, trying to lead you into badness.

         The arcade had Palace of the Dead 4. He didn’t have any money but it was still nice to press the buttons on the guns when the demo was playing. It was sort of better that way: the game was hard and the shooter in the demo was expert. 192The one time his dad gave him actual money to play he’d died pretty much straight away.

         Inside the arcade, machines flashed brightly, making pinging whirling sounds and saying little phrases – I promise, I’ll get my revenge! – as if they were alive and talking amongst themselves while the humans weren’t around. Palace of the Dead was not being used so Eddie made himself at home. He was getting into the action when he felt a presence behind him. A thin grey man with greasy hair stood watching. His eyes were pink like a ferret’s; Eddie imagined this Mr Grey living in a house with ferrets twisting their smooth bodies around in cages. ‘That’s a good gun you got there,’ Mr Grey said.

         It was a relief to hear him talk – he wasn’t a ghost after all. Eddie had got scared for nothing. ‘It’s not real,’ he explained.

         ‘Of course. You’re a smart kid. I bet you do well at school.’

         Eddie shrugged.

         ‘So,’ Mr Grey said, ‘what’s the game?’

         A dumb question since it said Palace of the Dead 4 in big letters all over the machine. Eddie said nothing.

         ‘Is this your favourite?’

         ‘Maybe. I dunno.’ Eddie didn’t want to have a whole chat about it when three different zombies were charging towards him.

         ‘Do you want some money so you can play for real?’

         ‘I’m not supposed to.’

         ‘Take things from strangers? That’s just what they tell little kids. You’re not a little kid, are you?’

         ‘No.’ 193

         ‘Right. I can see that.’ This time when the man said it he looked Eddie up and down in a strange way Eddie didn’t understand. It was like he was on one side of a big canyon and the man was on the other. Then the man’s look returned to normal and the canyon closed.

         ‘Here, take the money.’

         ‘Don’t you want to play?’ Normally the bigger kids who had money pushed Eddie off.

         ‘No, I want you to play.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘I like you.’ Mr Grey put his hand on Eddie’s shoulder.

         Eddie was pleased to be liked so quickly yet not sure what he’d done to deserve it. He could feel the stranger’s hand trembling and wondered if the man was afraid.

         ‘You know this guy, son?’ A big man in an arcade-employee polo shirt approached, looking pissed off. At first Eddie thought he was angry with him for playing the game without money. Maybe Mr Grey was a regular and if Eddie knew him he’d be allowed to keep playing. But he was too scared to lie and shook his head.

         ‘Get lost,’ Polo Shirt said to Mr Grey.

         ‘We’re just having a—’

         ‘I said get lost!’

         Mr Grey ran off looking scared. This seemed to make Polo Shirt angrier. ‘Piece of ----!’ he shouted, using a word Eddie was not allowed to say. ‘I should crack your skull!’ He seemed much scarier than Mr Grey. He had shouted so loudly and violently. 194

         ‘Did you see that guy follow you in here?’ he asked Eddie.

         ‘I thought he was a ghost.’

         ‘Worse things than ghosts, son. All the devils come out this month.’

         Eddie nodded, wide-eyed. This guy was a real Maguire Confidential.

         Was he in trouble? He didn’t know what he’d done wrong. The way Mr Grey had run suggested he’d been bad but he’d only been talking. What did Polo Shirt mean about devils? He remembered the man’s trembling hand and figured he’d been scared or in trouble, and that Polo Shirt wanted to stop Eddie getting caught up in the other man’s fear or trouble. The world was so weird and complicated. He’d already spent five years at school and more if you counted nursery, had already been told several eye-opening facts of life by Tommy and Victor and David when he’d been alive. How many more things would he have to learn? He felt hurt and angry. At David for distracting his mum from looking after him. At his mum for letting him get into this trouble he did not understand.

         When Polo Shirt walked him back to the market, his mum hadn’t even noticed he’d been gone. He’d nearly got into serious trouble – such serious trouble he didn’t even know what it was. It seemed only fair she should have missed him if she missed his brother.

         He could still feel the stranger’s trembling hand on his shoulder, or the ghost of that feeling. Sometimes all his thoughts and feelings felt like ghosts, unknowable and mysterious, trailing behind the moment he was living. 195

         
            *

         

         ‘Was David buried or crenelated?’ he asked his sister.

         Kenzie sat on her bed, headphones on, humming some tune in a kissy-kissy voice he found gross. She took off the headphones and fixed him with a dubious squint. ‘What?’

         ‘David. When he died. Did he get buried or burned up?’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘Just tell me.’

         ‘Buried.’

         ‘At the cemetery where we went with Mum?’

         ‘Why are you asking?’

         ‘No reason.’

         Kenzie shook her head. ‘You’re moving sus, Little E. I see you.’

         ‘I’m not moving sus.’

         ‘Yeah you are. Sus-pish-i-ous.’

         On tiptoes to the hallway phone. Lifting the receiver out of its cradle with a child’s exaggerated care. Whispering, ‘Can I speak to Victor please?’ and, after a long pause, Victor’s breathy just-run voice on the line, saying, ‘Yeah?’

         
            *

         

         The next evening, three small figures skirted the edge of Kensal Green Cemetery as darkness fell. Eddie had said he was studying at Tommy’s, Tommy and Victor had said they were staying at Eddie’s. It was shaping up to be the perfect crime. The cemetery railings, old and rusted and missing bars in some places, were no obstacle for the two ninjas and one Maguire Confidential. Several ghosts lingered inside; it was 196the sort of place you often saw them, though Auntie Gloria said ghosts who hung about graveyards had no imagination and ought to be ashamed of themselves.

         By torchlight, the trespassers began their search. Here lies  who fell asleep, June 18 … Surprised by a train … Sacrificed his life … Upset from a boat one dark night … No, this would take too long. Then Eddie remembered David’s grave had a big old tree beside it, which narrowed things down. Lo and behold, there it was. Tango alpha, we have eyes on the tombstone.

         Tommy was nervous. Couldn’t they just leave the stuff and go? There were ghosts all over. No problem, said Victor, pulling a bottle of Tabasco sauce from his pocket. They hated this stuff apparently. Now who had the shovel?

         Eddie held up a bright blue item.

         ‘That’s a baby spade for the beach when you’re a little kiddie! It’ll take us two years to dig up a grave with that.’ Victor was indignant, the professional grave-robber let down by amateurs.

         ‘It’s what we had! We live on the first floor! We don’t have soil!’

         ‘Oh my days, this is a joke. Did you at least bring the other things?’

         Eddie pulled out the Gucci belt which had been his brother’s pride and joy. (Was that right? Eddie often wondered if he had made certain details about David too big in his memory, to fill the gaps of what he’d forgotten. Sometimes he wasn’t sure he remembered his brother at all.) He 197had sneaked the belt from David’s side of the bedroom, from the sacred closet of things he was not allowed to touch. Here he was, having not only touched the belt but taken it, which was a crime – stealing – that you could go to jail for, and might also go to hell for, because it was evil to touch the dead’s stuff. Besides which he’d be in so much trouble when his mum found out, which she would. But he had to save her – and the only way he could see was to destroy her hope. Sorry, Mum, he had to get rid of his brother for good.

         ‘Oh yeah, Gucci,’ Victor said, forgetting his indignation. ‘I got one of these.’

         ‘Don’t lie, bruv.’

         ‘I do! My cousin works at Westfield!’

         Alongside the belt was a letter to David, in Eddie’s best joined-up writing, explaining in what he hoped were polite terms that the adults were going crazy and that he, Tommy and Victor had decided the only way to buck up their ideas was to get rid of his ghost. Tommy and Victor had editorial quibbles with the letter – Tommy thought the letter would get them in big police trouble if it was found, while Victor thought it should be harder, with more swear words and direct threats – but it had taken Eddie a long time to write it out so it was eventually agreed to let it be used as it was.

         Hello David, I know you’re dead, the letter began. I hope you’re having a nice time in Heaven.

         ‘OK,’ Tommy said. ‘Let me check this. We’ve got one letter, a belt, a kiddie’s spade, and a bottle of spicy sauce. Have I missed anything?’ 198

         The three boys looked down at their bank of resources. It seemed less impressive than when they’d discussed it.

         ‘Stop moaning and start digging,’ Eddie said. ‘We are on serious business here.’

         This much was true. They set about it as best they could, moving the half-dead chrysanthemums off the grave, Eddie mindful to get no petals on himself this time. He took first go with the spade, breaking the soil with tentative scoops. After two minutes the handle broke off the spade and Tommy took over, carrying on with the blade. After another minute that broke too and the three of them dug with their bare hands, clawing at the earth. Some of the cemetery ghosts drifted over to watch. Eddie felt their eyes on him and trembled. The three of them must have looked like crazy savages doing a terrible thing. He wondered if this was a good idea after all, if this would heal his family or hurt them further.

         ‘Let’s stop,’ he told the others. ‘That’s deep enough.’

         ‘We haven’t hit the coffin yet.’

         They surveyed their work. In five minutes or so of digging they’d taken three inches of top soil off an area the size of a manhole cover. They weren’t even close.

         ‘I don’t care about hitting the coffin. I don’t want to open it.’ Eddie’s mum would kill him so badly for that. Plus there would be the maggots, the mush. ‘Let’s leave the things and go.’

         Victor was opening his mouth to argue when the sound of a siren stopped him short. 199

         ‘Cops!’

         The police were coming for them because they had committed a crime. Eddie would be jailed and his parents would be furious.

         They ditched the objects – Tabasco and broken spade included – in the little dug pit and ran. They ran so fast they practically left their own shadows behind.

         ‘Sorry, brother,’ Eddie whispered as he fled. ‘No offence, yeah? Enjoy the belt – but also, don’t come back.’
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            4

         

         The days were passing and Jane was having marital problems. Her temporary husband was always under her feet, always in front of the drawer she wanted to get to, always there with his big dumb face. He drank too much, he bashed the table, he snored. He watched stupid videos – ‘Kitten vs ghost’, ‘Naked boner ghost crashes meeting’ – laughing like they were the funniest things he’d ever seen. He left his coffee cup in the sink and when she asked him politely if he could clean it he’d say, ‘It’s one cup.’ Exactly! Couldn’t he wash one cup? The two of them maintained a frosty peace while her mother’s ghost was around; when she wasn’t they fell to bickering. He maintained Jane was taking out her unresolved issues on him, which was just a maddening thing to say to someone in the middle of an argument. Besides, she had gone to the stupid grief group (not that she’d ever admit it to him or anyone else). It hadn’t done her a bit of good.

         ‘I can’t stand it,’ she hissed down the phone to Angie. ‘He uses all my stuff, everything smells of cigarettes, and he talks to the neighbours so now I have to talk to the neighbours. Yesterday I came home and the old woman from three doors down was drinking my sherry.’ She saw again the woman’s twinkling eyes, so happy Jane had found a good man at last. 201

         ‘Speak up. I’m getting one word in seven.’ Angie was laughing. A light, happy sound. Jane’s despair was a source of pure delight. ‘I heard cigarettes, neighbours and cherry.’

         ‘He’s just always around.’

         ‘That is the problem with husbands. No one’s solved it yet.’

         ‘He acts like he lives here.’

         ‘What did you expect?’

         ‘But he’s too comfortable.’

         ‘Well, no one made you rent him.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘I mean you brought this on yourself.’

         ‘That’s so like you. Something happens to me and you make it my fault.’ Her sister had this gift for driving her completely up the wall.

         ‘Janey, you are snapping.’

         ‘Typical Angie!’

         ‘You’re upset about your husband so you’re snapping my head off.’

         ‘He is not my husband.’ Jane returned her voice to a whisper. ‘Stop calling him that.’

         ‘Speak louder, will you?’

         ‘I can’t, he’ll hear.’

         ‘Can I at least meet him? Make my own impression?’

         ‘I’ll think about it.’

         ‘You can’t hide him away forever.’

         ‘Oh no?’

         Her sister was no help. Why did she ever call Angie? She massaged the bit of skin where she thought her heart might 202be, imagining she could detect tension, a knot of muscles. Could you tie your heart in knots? A heart attack had killed her father, it could happen to anyone. ‘He died of a weak heart,’ her mother used to say, making it sound like a failure of the individual. Would this whole charade end up killing her? She thought again of the suicide she had seen in the ghost’s grip – then put it from her mind. Absolutely not.

         In the next room Michael hummed a silly little doodle of a tune. The man was altogether too happy and too familiar. And clumsy besides: he’d broken three of her glasses already. She should get rid of him, return him to the shop. There’d be a hefty fee, no doubt, for early spousal cancellation. Well, you live and learn. Marry in haste, etc. She would tell him, It’s not you, it’s me. You were a terrible husband, but I have also been a terrible wife. In all honesty, my heart has not been in it.

         Except she wouldn’t do this. She was already embarrassed about so much. Until her mother left, Michael would have to stay.

         
            *

         

         At school the children had a new joke:

         (In a confidential whisper) ‘A ghost is the quietest thing in the world. D’you know what the loudest is?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘THIS!’ (Shouted as loud as possible in your neighbour’s ear.)

         Jane’s classes had grown more confident with the idea of ghosts. Dead children gathered every break time to play with 203the living, and after various unsuccessful attempts to keep the two groups apart, the school had abandoned its warnings and turned a blind eye. Previously terrified children larked happily with spectral bodies who slipped through the playground railings. The smaller children thought the ghosts had come back specifically to play with them, as the ice-cream man exists to provide ice cream out of the goodness of his heart. Totally accepting in that easy way of the young. The older children retained an excited horror, telling each other stories of what they’d seen and heard, creating sites of terror here and there. Cross yourself three times before you go into a cellar or attic. Draw a circle around you in chalk and they can’t enter. Beware! A headless ghost haunts the alley behind the music room. A crying ghost lives in this stairwell. They ran around the school, breathless with the thrill of it. Ghosts! They must check every rumour. They had a lot to check.

         Jane felt no such comfort or excitement. Though she tried to ignore her mother, everything the woman provoked still roiled under the surface. It went beyond the secret she was not telling. Her mother had hopes and dreams for her – dreams built for some fictional daughter who bore no likeness. ‘You should present the weather,’ she’d say to Jane. ‘That’s a good job.’ A thousand times Jane had told her she wanted to study English. Each time the woman let the information flow over her, absorbing nothing. If Jane had scrapped English and dedicated herself to presenting the weather, her mother would’ve responded the same way. Her wishes for her daughters could never be met. It was a sort of hunger, like a wasp 204unaware it had been cut in half, endlessly consuming without ever being satisfied.

         For someone who didn’t wish to dwell, Jane was doing a lot of it. She’d reprimand herself, then see her mother’s ghost and return straight to it. Because you’d dwell too, if you had a mother like hers. She remained under that shadow. If she was upset, her mock husband was not the root of it.

         Her increasing anxiety forced her to question her actions constantly. Was she doing the right thing? She was handling it in her way. Except by handling it she was always handling it, consigned to its management. Those who didn’t commit themselves to that path never seemed to feel the dead’s burden. She told herself she was doing right by the dead, but she was only trying to be seen to do right. However much she played the part of the good wife, she was still the same person underneath, lying and pretending and twisting herself into a pretzel to please her mother who couldn’t be pleased.

         Then, to top it off, a final ‘fuck you’ message from Berenice, fed up with being ignored. All the things Jane’s mother had cost her. These damages we must endure.

         On a whim, she went to one of the ten-a-penny mystic places that popped up during Ghost Month, taking over abandoned premises for the needs of the season like firework and fir tree emporiums before Guy Fawkes Night and Christmas. There she bought a petition kit against ‘phantoms, bewitches and envies’. It was pretty basic: a candle, some string, a sachet of faintly perfumed powder. The instructions were in Spanish but the shopkeeper explained. 205Loop the string around a picture of the intended, burn one of their possessions (an old receipt or ribbon would do), sprinkle the powder into the flame.

         She thought: why not? The grief group hadn’t come to anything, the ‘husband’ approach was not sustainable. A contingency plan was only sensible.

         She also thought: this was the sort of disgusting person she was, making all this fanfare for her mother while trying to get rid of her.

         
            *

         

         Though Jane never returned to the grief group, she often thought of the woman who’d lost her child. Unsurprisingly, she hadn’t heard from her. But she was pleased to have offered help and comfort. The rest of the group she could do without. That know-it-all invigilator who wanted the source of Jane’s problems to be something as ordinary as a break-up – when the dead now walked the earth.

         Yet Sandra did haunt her. It was the only meaningful break-up she couldn’t blame on the ghost. It hadn’t even happened during ‘The Month’, but two months later. She’d found Sandra sitting silently at home one evening, unable to meet her eyes. Jane had the sense something terrible had happened. If so, Sandra would not or could not say. She moved out the next day, no word of explanation. Looking back, seeing the ghosts of them in that time, the shift still felt so raw and unexpected.

         Jane couldn’t deny things had changed for her after that. An escalation of fear and anxiety. A terror of showing all 206the sides of herself to anyone. The dead hadn’t been so scary when she’d trusted the living.

         
            *

         

         In the middle of the month Angie threw a dinner party. Jane and a few friends. Michael was to come too. Angie insisted it wouldn’t be a big deal. People were feeling the weight of their ghosts and needed cheering up, she said. Jane couldn’t fault the reasoning. This month took it out of people. The act of living could pass you by, you were so busy thinking about or remonstrating with the dead. Jane heard the conversations in the streets and parks. Why didn’t you talk to me? You could have said something if you were unhappy. Where d’you go when you’re not here? What’s that look? Are you judging me? What are you saying? Are you still cross about that time? Oh go away. No, come back, I didn’t mean it.

         Angie greeted them wearing a low-cut blouse and the smile she put on for strangers, special occasions and acts of emotional manipulation. ‘Sis! How lovely. And you must be Michael.’

         Michael beamed and thrust forward a bunch of supermarket flowers. ‘So nice to meet the sister!’ His sincerity embarrassed Jane.

         ‘And mother?’ Angie hiked up her top instinctively at the mention.

         ‘Oh,’ said Jane, ‘now you care?’

         ‘I always care! But is she …?’

         ‘Haven’t seen her for a few days,’ Jane said, careful not to catch Angie’s eye. It was possible the hex was working. ‘She 207was last spotted lurking around our living-room curtains on Tuesday, I think.’

         ‘It’s our living room, is it? That happened quick.’

         ‘Angie.’ Always with her sister, Jane had the urge to maintain the moral high ground.

         The kitchen was a fog of saffron and seafood. (For dinner parties, Angie always made her ‘famous bouillabaisse’.) Beneath the heavenly aromas, another smell – earthy, vegetable, dense – Jane recognised from her own home: the smell of the dead returned.

         ‘You’re early,’ Angie said. ‘Peter’s not back from work and I don’t know where Harry is. You’ll have to watch me cook. Michael, you must tell me all about yourself, Janey has told me nothing.’

         Immediately her sister was on better terms with her temporary husband than she was, talking about his mother, once a teacher like Jane, and his father, who’d been an oil rig worker, away for months at a time: ‘When he came back, I said, “Mum, a strange man’s at the door.”’ Jane sat there thinking, I didn’t know that. I don’t know anything about him. I never asked.

         Talk turned to Peter, Angie’s other half. Angie’s mood darkened. ‘Oh God. The man’s driving me nuts. He cannot accept the situation!’

         ‘Peter is struggling,’ Jane explained to Michael, ‘with Angie’s ex coming back.’

         ‘He’s a ghost, this ex? It’s no problem, I think.’

         ‘That’s what I tell him! Although …’ Angie hesitated, 208running a finger round the rim of her glass.

         ‘Busy,’ Jane warned against whatever madness was about to come out of her sister’s mouth.

         ‘Isn’t it amazing he’s come back to me? Shouldn’t I treasure that? He’s come back, all silent and mysterious, and it’s … sexy.’

         ‘Busy. No.’

         ‘What? It is! While Peter mopes about and complains … It’s hard not to feel like … like maybe I made a mistake.’ Angie announced this plainly, with the tidy logic matters of the heart often possessed.

         ‘Have you told him this?’

         ‘Not in so many words.’ Her voice dropped to a dramatic whisper. ‘But at night, I go to bed in my best lingerie and Harry’s there and it is extremely …’ She drew a breath, rolled her eyes.

         ‘No, I meant Peter. Have you told Peter how you feel?’

         ‘God no. But I think he senses it.’

         The sound of a key in the door interrupted the conversation.

         ‘Smells fantastic,’ Peter shouted from the hall. ‘What’s the occasion?’

         ‘Did you get the wine for the party?’

         ‘Shit, the dinner!’

         ‘Oh, Peter. You didn’t forget.’

         Peter trudged into the kitchen, clearly in no mood for a party. He had the look of a man who wanted to sit in his socks and eat cheese and be left alone. He was in his forties, 209hair more salt than pepper, dressed in the manner of men in awe of their youth: denim jacket, Converse trainers, a T-shirt for an obscure band he’d bang on about if encouraged.

         ‘Jane’s here,’ Angie said. ‘With her new husband.’

         ‘Hi, Jane. Hi, husband,’ Peter said without enthusiasm. Then, receiving a sharp glance from Angie, he added, ‘Sorry. I’m Peter.’

         ‘Michael.’

         ‘Busy,’ Jane said, ‘you have to stop with this husband business.’

         ‘How am I supposed to introduce him?’

         ‘Who else is coming?’ Peter asked.

         ‘The city lot. Don’t make that face. I saw that face, Peter.’

         Amongst Angie’s various short-lived jobs, she’d done a stint as a receptionist in the city where she’d collected these friends. Loud, confident men (with younger, spoiled wives) who seemed charismatic if you hadn’t spent much time with them. Privately, Jane suspected Harry had been in the same mould.

         ‘And Harry, most probably,’ Angie added quickly. ‘Maybe our mother will make an appearance too, you never know.’

         Jane busied herself with her wine.

         ‘Put on a shirt or something, Peter,’ Angie went on. ‘You look like you’ve been hanging around the bins behind Sainsbury’s.’

         ‘I have. That’s my job.’

         ‘Exactly.’

         ‘I work with the homeless, street outreach,’ Peter explained 210to Michael. ‘I deal with the ones with no set-up or tent, who barely engage with services and drift all over. Chasing ghosts, we call it. Which seems inaccurate. The ghosts I know you can’t bloody get rid of.’

         Another sharp look from Angie.

         ‘How is work?’ Michael asked politely.

         ‘It’s a nightmare. This month you’re mainly trying to stop them killing themselves.’

         Jane gave an involuntary shudder, remembering the ghost’s grip.

         ‘Some dealers sell actual poison, though they call it “Peace” or “Reunion” or the like. We offer help and that’s the competition.’

         ‘Peter,’ Angie said, ‘they don’t want to hear this doom and gloom.’

         ‘It’s not always clear,’ Peter continued, ‘which option people prefer: help or death. I say, “There’s a batch going round that’ll kill you,” and they say, “Oh yeah? How do we get it?” I say, “Are you listening? It will kill you.” And they say, “So it’s super strong, is what you’re saying.”’

         Jane stopped herself from asking if he knew a homeless woman called Lil. People were always assuming connections despite living in a metropolis of millions. Though it was uncanny how often it worked.

         The broker set arrived, joking about their entourage of WAGs (wives and ghosts). In recent years, prompted by the surge in death-related thinking and an impending sense of their own mortality, they’d switched from fossil fuels and 211punitive debt packages to green energy concerns and eco funds. They spoke like they were personally securing the future of the planet. When Jane said she was a teacher they smiled sympathetically as if to say, ‘Didn’t you know you can make a difference and get paid six figures?’ Jane, her ghost never far from her thoughts, felt this was the sort of job which would have impressed Mother. All she had to show for her efforts was a teacher’s basic take-home pay and a clumsy pretend husband. She watched Michael, straining to hear what naive or shameful things he might be saying. She was so alive to the possibility of embarrassment these days, to the merest sniff of rebuke.

         Meanwhile, Angie swanned round. People loved her sister and were drawn to her. To her guests’ ghosts she’d say, ‘A pleasure to meet you. You’re most welcome.’ Those ghosts who hadn’t made it she enquired after: what a shame, next time. ‘And where’s the mysterious Harry?’ the guests asked. ‘Do you know I’m not sure,’ Angie would tell them. ‘But he’ll be along, never fear.’

         Jane wondered if any of the brokers had slept with Angie. If beneath the veneer they still nursed foolish hopes.

         The enormous pot was ceremoniously brought to the table. Angie hissed at Peter to fetch the bread, brushed her hair from her forehead, and struck a fork against a champagne flute. ‘A toast,’ she said. ‘May all your dead be where you want them.’

         Hear hears all round.

         She peered into the pot with coquettish trepidation and 212set to ladling out the contents. Prawns spilled into bowls, heads and all, more creatures pulled from the depths. The diners fell into the dictates of convention, lavishing praise on the soup, the bread, you simply must give us the recipe, where do you get your seafood, it’s so hard to find a decent place. Angie, in the convention of hostess, ran it all down. She had not used the right wine, the bread was not warm enough, she had overcooked the fish but they must try some anyway. At which the guests protested, no no, the fish was perfect, they hadn’t even noticed the bread, it was all to die for. Claudia, one of the broker’s wives, had not touched her bread, it was true, but that was due to personal reasons. Her grandmother sat beside her, dead these past twenty years, holding a tomato and some lettuce, which Claudia interpreted as a sign she should lead a healthier lifestyle.

         At this moment Harry walked in, to oohs and aahs from the assembled. Harry who had never grown flabby or succumbed to middle age. Harry who had died young, his edge intact.

         ‘You didn’t tell me he was so good-looking,’ Miriam, another wife, whispered to Angie in a low voice Peter was not meant to hear but clearly had. Angie smiled conspiratorially and was about to reply when she saw Peter looking at her and decided against it. Jane felt awful for him. She saw a man overcome by events beyond his control, stuck between respectfully honouring the deceased and having his life crushed by their presence. She didn’t know Peter well, but she was keenly aware of the predicament. 213

         ‘Oh yes,’ said Claudia. ‘He’s in good nick, isn’t he?’

         ‘Hospital gown aside.’

         ‘My ex came back last year looking simply awful. I thought, couldn’t you have brushed yourself up? You’re telling me there’s not a single comb in hell?’

         ‘Hell? I always fancied it was more of a great beyond.’

         ‘Darling, we’re talking about my ex. It’s definitely hell.’

         ‘Harry, old chap,’ a broker shouted. He was one of those who insisted on speaking to ghosts like they were deaf or idiots. ‘Nice to see you again.’

         Some of Angie’s friends must have known Harry, Jane realised. If they looked awkward at this ménage à trois, their embarrassment was for Peter, not Harry. Peter was the one in the dark. These old friends knew both Angie’s relationships. They’d seen what she was like with both. And they probably realised, as Peter probably had, that Harry also knew both relationships. Harry – all these former lovers’ ghosts – got to see the intimate workings of their partner’s next relationship. He could look at how Angie and Peter were and think, ‘Aren’t they stiff and awkward together? We used to laugh a lot more. And the sounds she made in bed were much more enthusiastic with me …’ Whereas Peter had only knowledge of the relationship he was in. He was blind to what had gone before him, and Angie’s friends knew it.

         ‘Angie, tell us, how did you two meet?’ Miriam asked.

         ‘What, me and Peter?’

         ‘No!’ Miriam laughed, as if the idea of Angie and Peter was absurd. ‘You and Harry.’ 214

         ‘He picked me up in a coffee shop. Can you believe it? I don’t make a habit of that. But he asked for my number and I thought what the hell.’

         ‘With those cheekbones? Why not?’

         ‘I remember before our first date he sent me a picture of himself and said, “It will be an evening to remember.”’

         ‘Hot.’

         ‘Very confident.’

         ‘You can tell by his eyes there’s a lot going on,’ said Miriam.

         ‘Hmm, yes.’

         ‘Oh come on,’ Peter cried, his spoon clanging into the bowl. ‘You can’t tell anything from his eyes! Why do people always give ghosts feelings and intelligence? You can’t know anything!’

         The brokers and their wives giggled. ‘Someone’s touchy,’ one said.

         Peter scowled and returned to his soup.

         ‘I love your boyfriend, Angie,’ Claudia said, apparently sincere. ‘Peter, that is.’

         ‘Oh, Peter’s a sweetie,’ Angie said, though her look said otherwise. ‘That’s what’s won me over. In the end.’

         Jane noticed her sister’s right hand doing something beneath the table. Peering over, she saw Harry had one ghostly hand on Angie’s upper thigh – and that Angie was stroking the air where the fingers would be. She was about to kick Angie’s foot when Claudia turned to her and Michael to ask, ‘How long have you two been together?’

         It was the question she’d been dreading. How stupid 215she’d been, letting Angie talk her into this dinner, bringing Michael. ‘It won’t come up,’ Angie had promised. ‘No one cares about that sort of thing.’ But of course they did. People were endlessly fascinated by the private lives of others.

         ‘Not long,’ she mumbled.

         ‘Still in the honeymoon period, eh?’

         Jane smiled with mouth firmly closed. Michael watched, ready to follow her lead. Suddenly her anxiety disintegrated; she didn’t care what these people thought. She said, ‘If you must know, Michael is a rental.’

         Everyone leaned forward, curious.

         ‘I heard about people who do this.’

         ‘How does it work?’

         ‘D’you get the same partner every year?’

         ‘I think it’s problematic,’ said Miriam. ‘Employing people for this. It’s basically modern slavery.’

         ‘Pish. It’s like hiring an au pair.’

         ‘Except you don’t sleep with an au pair.’

         ‘Now, darling, I said I was sorry,’ one of the brokers deadpanned.

         ‘I guess I’m just super-sensitive to exploitation,’ Miriam said, pulling her collar tight with a clawed hand.

         ‘Yes, Miriam. You’re a real bleeding heart.’

         ‘Why don’t you ask the rental if he feels exploited?’

         ‘His name is Michael,’ Jane said, angry on his behalf.

         ‘I don’t,’ Michael said. ‘It’s fine.’

         ‘So, Michael,’ a broker asked in a tone that said he would take the lead, ‘how long have you been doing this?’ 216

         ‘A few years.’

         ‘Did you train for it?’

         ‘Of course he didn’t. It’s not rocket science.’

         Ripples of laughter. Jane hated them all. Maybe one day they’d have their hearts broken by those they trusted and learn the truth as she had, that you were alone in this world from cradle to grave.

         ‘What if you need to pretend to love someone?’

         ‘Go on, show us your love look.’

         ‘Now, now,’ Angie said. ‘Be nice.’

         ‘Tell me you love me.’ The broker fluttered his lashes at Michael.

         ‘Oh please do,’ said his wife. ‘You’ll make him so happy.’

         ‘It’s all I’ve ever wanted.’

         ‘Somebody please get this man therapy.’

         ‘Stop it, all of you,’ Angie said. ‘You mustn’t be mean to Michael.’ A statement guaranteed to set the exchange in the exact cast it sought to avoid.

         ‘I bet you’ve seen some things,’ someone said.

         Michael shrugged.

         ‘Come on, tell us. What are the people like who hire you?’

         Michael looked sheepishly at Jane. ‘They are often unsure of themselves. But they do not need me. They only think they do.’

         ‘I hear that. It’s that time of year, isn’t it? Rational people acting like fools.’

         ‘It is foolish on the surface perhaps,’ Michael said. ‘But if it achieves a good thing, why not? My job is sometimes actor, 217sometimes counsellor, but mainly to make them see they don’t need my service. Like stabilisers for a bike, then one day, goodbye stabilisers.’

         The faces around the table affected polite interest; Michael’s gentle reasoning was killing the fun.

         ‘You’d have to be so worried what ghosts think of you,’ someone said.

         ‘Hiding in your own life for a whole month.’

         I’m not hiding, Jane wanted to say. But they were right. Her life was a locked room. More than ever since Sandra. She was so scared to be herself.

         ‘If you must know,’ she said, turning a deep shade of red, ‘Michael is one of several approaches. I’ve also hexed the ghost, which seems to be working.’

         Angie frowned. ‘You didn’t tell me that.’

         Her sister disapproving, with her ex’s hand halfway to her crotch.

         ‘No, well, I’ve been experimenting.’

         ‘I’m not sure how I feel about you hexing Mother.’

         ‘But she doesn’t bother you, does she, Angie? In your perfect life.’

         Everyone fell silent, studying their plates. Jane bristled. Couples did this to single people, demanding to hear about the silly dating apps, the awful dates, the bizarre ordeals. (To ask about their own relationships, however, was considered beyond the pale.) It was vampiric. She was caught between vampires and ghosts.

         The conversation rekindled. People did act funny this 218month, someone offered, and the others, happy to be back on general ground, leapt in. Oh yes. Getting with God. Repenting and protesting and beating up those who wouldn’t. Avoiding oranges and red meat. Talk moved on to the latest miracle ghost deterrents, which celebrities were haunted. A lot of people were writing their wills early, had anyone considered it? Then there was the rash of suicides (that word again, troubling Jane), those who no longer saw the point in living, paying taxes, suffering hernias, when they could die and still visit. It was only for one month a year, but the more sardonic guests thought that sounded about the right ratio of life to void. Ghosts and their repercussions were on everyone’s tongues. Ghosts were trauma. You had to reconcile yourself to memories of difficult experiences … No, ghosts were hooligans, ignoring all laws and personal space … What couldn’t be cured must be endured. You got used to it … No you didn’t. It was all so exhausting. News used to happen to other people … Good, time they got dragged into history. They’d spent their lives feeling exceptional, imagining it all went on elsewhere.

         ‘Oh gosh, I don’t know,’ said Angie, disappearing into the kitchen.

         ‘I think it’s splendid,’ a banker said. ‘Usually Londoners won’t admit the time of day to each other. Now you’ve got these demons and secrets on display. Bob at the office has a woman’s bloody corpse in tow! Someone’s been a naughty boy.’

         ‘You don’t know that.’ 219

         ‘Hard not to judge, you see a guy followed by a bloody corpse.’

         ‘I don’t know. Half the time they don’t seem to know why they’re here. Like they’ve been pulled back without a proper explanation. We assume the dead have all the answers, but why?’

         ‘I think,’ Claudia said, ‘people decide Bob is an axe murderer because they want to believe the worst about Bob. They vote for the reactionary politician with the ghost wife not out of pity, as they like to think, but because secretly, perhaps unknown to themselves, they support his policies. Blaming ghosts is another way of excusing aspects of yourself.’

         Jane saw Michael watching her and met his eye until he looked away.

         ‘Do I hear politics at the dinner table?’ Angie said, emerging from the kitchen with a large bowl of custard, little almond biscuits, and a still life of stone fruits. Murder and death were inevitable topics these days but she drew the line at politics.

         The brandy came out. Talk got drunker, simultaneously more certain and more obscure. Vague unifying theories presented themselves. Of course the ghosts were coming back: everything was in a state of semi-death already. Bats were dying of white-nose and bees of God knows, trees of Dutch elm and ash dieback, rainforests were disappearing – and worse still, these things were normal. Preservatives in modern food meant corpses no longer rotted properly in their graves. Death was all around. To which someone else would 220say, you’re right about death, but it’s not the sandwiches or bees, it’s recycling. Look at us sorting glass and plastic. That’s slow soul death. Vegan food. Self-service checkouts. Bloodless existence. And have you heard what they call pop music these days? That’s why we’ve got these ghosts.

         The alternative to these arguments was too scary for most people to consider: that they didn’t really understand anything and never had. They couldn’t explain how electricity worked though they relied on it every day. They would fail a basic quiz about their own bodies, their own brains.

         When the first guests got up to leave, they realised Harry’s ghost and Angie weren’t in the room. Muffled laughter came from next door. Peter pushed the door open and the guests looked as one into the kitchen where Angie stood, eyes closed. Her dress rippled as Harry’s ghost passed through her body, in and out, slowly, sensually pressing through the barrier of her skin, dissolving into her, his face melting and absorbing into Angie’s until both their features, both their passions, were held in one gasping ecstatic face. It was undeniably beautiful, this fusion of living and dead – and also terrifying. Harry seemed to be consuming Angie.

         Pain flared in Peter’s eyes, then his face fell into astonishment. ‘What the hell?’ he cried.

         Angie’s eyes snapped open. Her hands pressed guiltily to her sides. ‘What?’ she said as innocently as she could muster.

         ‘Angie!’

         ‘I didn’t do anything! I just let him blow around my hair a bit.’ 221

         ‘Angie, I saw you. He was going through you! And you let him!’

         ‘It didn’t mean anything.’

         ‘It does to me!’

         ‘Oh, Peter! You’re so sensitive. It’s unbearable.’

         ‘How can I not be sensitive when you do this sort of thing?’

         ‘You set yourself up like you’re some saint, and the rest of us are awful by comparison.’

         The guests looked down, not wishing to be included in this ‘us’.

         ‘You’re so kind and we’re so horrid. You have no idea what I’m going through!’

         ‘No? I have a pretty good idea who’s going through you.’

         Angie began to cry. The tears, Jane thought, were because Peter didn’t understand her, and also because she’d been caught. What Angie was saying was true: Peter didn’t understand her and Harry. It was also dishonest: she still had feelings for Harry, which Peter didn’t understand because she’d kept it from him.

         ‘I’ll tell you one thing,’ Angie said. ‘Harry would never talk to me like this.’ She stormed into the bathroom, Harry’s ghost following like the cat that got the cream.

         Jane and Michael and the others made swift departures in hushed tones, leaving brandies unfinished and cigarettes half-smoked. It was impossible to see what they’d seen and still think ghosts were merely empty spirits or dinner-party amusements. This year the dead were pushier, bolder – they 222wanted things and had come back to take them. The guests thanked shell-shocked Peter for a wonderful evening. They must be going. It was late. Much later than they’d thought.
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            Shout Out to the Dead224
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         He was a monster. A brute. He had done a terrible, unspeakable thing. Once again he’d been completely ignoring Millie and she was sick of it. Gideon was in his own personal horror film here – and she expected him to take her out and roll into bed with her like in the old days. With the ghostly threat always close, lurking behind the curtains, beneath the covers.

         The furniture in the cafe seemed shiny and raw. The light hurt his eyes. Millie’s mouth kept moving but he couldn’t focus. Then a man was asking him what he wanted and he couldn’t answer. He was not in control of his life enough to know things like that. Millie ordered a chicken salad with fake chicken. Then the man had gone and she was talking to him again, saying she knew it was silly eating substitute meats, it wasn’t like cows and chickens returned, but even so the season sort of put you off. You will not affect me with your issues, her chatter seemed to say. The inanity of her conversation was a forcible holding-together of certain fictions she wished as fact. Did he like her make-up? It was done in one of this season’s styles: excessive blush, heaps of bronzer, to show how far the wearer was from the grave. Frankly, no. It looked awful. Not that he was paying much attention. His thoughts were with the fears he couldn’t shake. He’d paid 226the money – a lot of money considering he hadn’t even done the crime – why couldn’t he get over it?

         He was losing the plot. On his way there he’d seen a madman talking about the apple in his empty hand and as he’d passed he heard the crunch of a fresh apple and smelled its scent. All the madness of this month. This thing being lived through was too big for the human brain. Or maybe the amount of madness was the same as ever, pushed to the fore by these malevolent strangers. Maybe madness was the only sane reaction to what he and everyone else was experiencing.

         Sitting in the harsh bright cafe, he thought it was only a matter of time before he said or did something that would ruin the occasion. Perhaps he’d end up wearing the chicken salad. (Things Millie had thrown at Gideon over the years: a diamond ring, a paperweight, a tomato medley ‘in the Sicilian style’, a shoe, a large coffee-table book about Mesopotamian art.) He was under a lot of strain, but no one wanted to hear it. Everyone kept on with their lives, while his was being torn to pieces. His parents messaged regularly about their annual society party – they were back any day, was it all set? Their interest in his feelings was precisely zero. While he was being killed here! Destroyed! Yet he would only message back that he was doing everything they asked. So desperate to be their golden boy, so desperate for their approval he’d rather suffocate than take off the mask.

         When the food arrived, Millie was convinced the salad contained real chicken. She called the waiter back and had him replace it. Gideon, to his shock and horror, found 227himself feeling for the waiter. He saw the man’s tired eyes, the footsore way he shifted his weight, the shoes with heels worn thin, their toes pushed out of shape where they pinched the feet. He felt sorry for the guy. What the hell was happening to him? That ghostly hand on his heart was to blame. It had opened the door for all these feelings. Those two extreme empathic events had shown him not only how vulnerable he was, but how little empathy he’d been offered in his own life.

         Caught up in these thoughts, he failed to notice a small greyish figure heading towards the cafe. A little girl, five or six years old, with a red dress and pigtails, looking almost like a person save for her strangely crooked neck. She had almost reached the window when Gideon finally saw her and lurched from his chair with a cry.

         ‘What are you doing?’ Millie hissed. ‘Sit down.’

         Gideon was transfixed. The ghost’s neck and shoulders slanted unnaturally, her dress was askew. She stared at Gideon, her eyes like broken mirrors. Something they’d seen had shattered them; now he shattered under their gaze. Everything she’d felt, he now felt. His neck twisted, his shoulders contorted. Pain coursed through his body. ‘Th-that girl …’ he stammered.

         ‘I see her,’ Millie said. ‘So what? What’s wrong with you? You’re acting like you’ve not seen a ghost before.’

         ‘She’s …’

         ‘Just ignore it, can’t you? They’re not doing anything to you.’

         But she was. She was tearing him apart. 228

         ‘Oh.’ Millie’s expression changed. ‘She’s one of those ghosts, isn’t she?’

         The other of his demons, here at last. He’d left cash for the guy’s family but no offering for the girl. She’d not haunted him before; in his ignorance he’d assumed he’d got away with it.

         Millie studied the ghost’s face. ‘Poor thing,’ she said. When she looked at Gideon her eyes were hard. ‘She’s so little.’

         People weren’t supposed to see these things. If you were in an accident, your loved ones weren’t meant to see the broken bodies of those killed. You were all meant to be protected from it. Now Millie was doubting him – even though Leon had killed those people, not him. Looking around the cafe, he saw others watching. They all wanted him to be guilty. God knew he felt it. Leon’s guilt could not have felt greater.

         ‘What’s her name?’ Millie asked.

         ‘I … don’t remember.’

         ‘Didn’t you ever speak to the family?’

         ‘Why would I do that?’

         ‘To say sorry.’

         ‘But I didn’t do it!’

         She gave him a cold look. ‘You can still say sorry, whether you did it or not. You can just be sorry for what happened to them.’

         ‘I guess I didn’t think of it,’ he mumbled. Suddenly he realised he didn’t want to lose Millie. Up until then he’d always considered her a sort of insurance against loneliness, like how some people bought pets. He saw now he needed her. 229He didn’t know if it was love, he’d never been in the stuff or showed it.

         Millie rolled her eyes. ‘For God’s sake, Gideon. You moan about this terrible time you’re having – do something about it.’

         
            *

         

         Fumes from the dual carriageway had turned the white cottage a cancerous grey. Lorries roared past so close their tailwind mussed his perfectly combed hair. He’d only ever seen these houses from the road as he passed at high speed; they might have been part of a stage set. It turned out people actually lived here. Behind the world there was another world.

         A tired-looking man opened the door.

         ‘Mr Spence?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘I’m Gideon. Gideon Carter.’ A presentable young man, no ghosts in sight, sympathy written across his face.

         ‘I know who you are.’ The man looked oddly neutral about this fact. Not about to strangle him with his bare hands, Gideon thought. ‘What do you want?’

         ‘May I come in?’

         ‘I suppose.’

         Gideon stepped in, apprehensive at the bleakness he was about to experience and not fully able to keep this off his face.

         ‘Take off your shoes.’

         ‘Oh, of course,’ he said, taken aback by the request. 230Thinking, why should he, it was just some crappy floor. But also thinking, what was the point of coming here to be the same old Gideon? Try. Just try.

         The living room had a large sofa, several surprisingly stylish chairs, and a bright abstract picture over an unused fireplace. Light filtered through tasteful wooden shutters, behind which a pair of plastic windows tried unsuccessfully to keep out the roar of the road. Here and there, large low plants crept from pots. The space was nicer than Gideon had expected, though he was still thinking he could get out of there in five seconds if necessary. On the mantelpiece he noticed a series of family photos – the man, a woman, and a little girl, all smiles – which he tried to avoid. A playpen full of toys and stuffed animals took up one corner of the room.

         The man saw Gideon looking at it and explained, ‘I put it out for her ghost. She still loves those toys.’ The man’s glumness had fallen away; talk of his girl had brightened him. ‘The elephant is a favourite. Her mother sewed the trunk back on a few times.’

         Gideon waited for the man’s smile to fall, for reality to come flooding in, but the smile remained. As if this happy thing and the horrible thing belonged to two unrelated worlds.

         ‘That’s lovely,’ he told the man, feeling like the biggest heel. He was aware he was still thinking of this as an act. His private language was a matter of pretending and getting away with it. He was trying to be a caring and considerate person only he didn’t know how to go about it. With good 231intentions he had dragged himself here, to say sorry in person and offer cash, but the Gideon who’d turned up, the Gideon who stood here dispensing platitudes, was the same old Gideon. He wanted to be better, but wanting was not enough in itself; he didn’t know how a person went from thinking about being a better person to actually being one. The Gideon he knew how to be was the Gideon who said things to get away with other things.

         ‘That elephant has three passports, a pilot’s licence, and can become a boat during storms.’ The man glowed with memories. Gideon returned the smile and it was like they were smiling about the same thing, like their conversation had provoked this joy. The man was looking into Gideon’s face and all he had to do was keep his face open and kind and smiling in return. Was this what being a good person was? Offering condolences and saying nice things? He was congratulating himself on his success when the man’s smile faded. ‘Why are you here, Mr Carter?’

         ‘I wanted to say sorry. Properly.’

         ‘Little late, isn’t it?’

         ‘That’s true. I’m sorry.’

         ‘You’re sorry an awful lot.’

         ‘I am. I’m sorry for everything.’

         ‘What did your friend get in the end? Five years?’

         He’s not my friend, Gideon wanted to shout. ‘I also wanted to give you this,’ he said, producing an envelope. The man took it from him and studied its contents. Gideon waited for him to be impressed. 232

         ‘This is just money,’ the man said.

         ‘Think of it as part of the apology. Compensation.’

         He regretted the word ‘compensation’. It made obvious his belief that an equivalence was possible.

         ‘I don’t want your money.’

         ‘Listen, I don’t presume to understand your loss—’ But he saw the nightmare, don’t think he didn’t. That at any moment some hot-headed fool could make a decision which might ruin your life.

         ‘I don’t have much money, Mr Carter, but I won’t take yours.’

         ‘You and your wife might still find it useful.’

         ‘My wife?’ The man laughed scornfully. ‘My wife is long gone.’

         ‘She’s dead?’ Gideon’s concern was partly out of self-interest: he was terrified of the prospect of another ghost haunting him.

         ‘No, though not for lack of effort. She’s off somewhere drinking herself into the ground.’

         Gideon looked at the woman in the photos on the mantelpiece, trying to imagine her. He thought she looked slightly sad even in the pictures where she was happy, as if she did not trust the happiness to last. Or perhaps he was only applying what he knew to the image.

         ‘This money might help her,’ he said.

         ‘No amount of love or support could help her, so I doubt your “compensation” will. By all means offer it to her, if you can find her. She was in a shelter in Charing Cross last I heard.’ 233

         A shelter! Gideon’s horrible lying guilt whispered how he had brought the woman to this pass. But he still believed money could help, if not for her then for him. He must fix this problem – any day his parents would return for the grand ball and he’d be thrust into polite society, along with whatever demons still haunted him.

         He left the envelope at the shelter for staff to pass on to the woman, who was known these days as Lil.
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         She had not got clean. Taken the drinking cure instead. Pickling herself in the stuff. A solution of sorts. Now why was that? Why couldn’t she get clean for her little girl who mattered more to her than anything in the world? Fear was an ugly word but there it was. Fear she might start caring about things again and where would that lead. Love could be an ugly word too.

         Her girl did not come back to her. Due to the drinking, she figured. She so madly wanted to get clean before month’s end yet could not do it, no how no way. It was a great frustration and also a great relief. Maybe it was better that way. She never tried again to visit her daughter’s grave. Couldn’t muster the courage for a second attempt after the utter failure of her first. The love she had, which spilled out of her no matter how much she tried to stem the flow and cauterise the wound, she poured instead into her beloved fuck-up friends. Making sure they didn’t pass out in their vomit or with their head off the kerb. You can’t save all of us, Teresa, Terry-with-the-leg would tell her. But Mother Teresa was going to try. Lurching from day to day, very far from all right herself, smashed by the waves – the idea that drink stopped grief altogether was a vicious myth – all the same she would 235try. Each act of kindness was a failure to address her own life, but beggars could not be choosers.

         At some point in the second week Steve went AWOL. He did that sometimes. Not the most dependable of God’s creatures. He returned looking like death itself. Where you been, Steve? Lying in intensive. Upshot of an apocalyptic drinking spree. Couple of days on dialysis at St Thomas’s, this was his last warning. Doctors said if he didn’t stop drinking he was looking at organ failure, heart attacks. Not that it mattered, it was advice he intended to ignore. He returned to the park with a bottle of eighty proof (no talk of spirits around Steve) and hugs for Lil and all.

         Cheers to you and yours. Cheers to the doctors. Cheers to acute cirrhosis of the liver. Was that bad? Mungo wanted to know. It wasn’t wonderful, Mungo, no.

         A rambunctious time, those next few days. Drink both the question and the answer. Lil wanted Steve well, but staying well meant something different among these friends. She knew Steve would die if he kept drinking and she knew she couldn’t stop him. Care, in her drunken muddled mind, was more of the dog that bit them. Steve, Lil and the bottle were inseparable. They shoplifted. They fought. They puked in public spaces. A huge camp of religious nuts had sprung up in the middle of Green Park and this brought a new level of sanctimonious disapproval and advice to their days. Do-gooders and God-botherers telling them to quit. Why hadn’t they thought of that?

         Everyone expected the worst of them, seemed like. Police 236hassled them constantly. Came around prodding their slack bodies with steel-capped boots. Looking at them with something like professional amazement. The absolute state of these two … Passers-by shot them looks. Mothers pulled their children away – she’d probably have done the same. Security guards moved them on. Shelters threw them out. Fine, they didn’t want to be there anyway. Wouldn’t send a dog there. Wouldn’t send a scabby fucking dog. Lil’s can spilling as she shouted. The cider with a life of its own. Everyone thought they could fuck them over? Lil and Steve could fuck themselves over harder than anyone else could.

         Sometimes the ghost of Steve’s hulking dad tormented them, yellow teeth grinning in his purplish face. Always had it in for Steve, in life and death. Steve responded with screaming abuse – but passers-by did give more money in those moments. Harder to blame people for their circumstances when their histories were visible to all. Harder, but not impossible: many still walked past without pausing. You could ignore almost anything if you set your mind to it.

         Once, stranger still, Lil thought she saw Steve’s ghost. The shaved head, that bull-like neck, those searching eyes. It was dark and she was in no state but she could have sworn … Terry-with-the-leg said she’d seen a fetch: a malign spirit. It meant bad things to come.

         Peter and the other social workers wanted to get them into therapy or rehab. They were not so hot on either. They were working through things their own way via an intensive programme of denial and drink and self-abuse, throwing 237themselves into the task with a level of commitment Terry-with-the-leg said you only saw in professional athletes and monks who’d taken a sacred vow. A few of the shittier street personalities wondered under their breaths (don’t think Lil didn’t hear) why the two of them didn’t drink the poison doing the rounds. Save the time and money.

         Sometimes she thought about the grief group, those nosy bastards with their questions and concern. That bitch with the big mouth. And that little nervous one who cried on her shoulder. But so what? Sometimes she thought about burning down West End Central Police Station and she wasn’t going to do that either.

         Steve’s face was so puffed and jaundiced from drink he looked like a different person. In the middle of a joke he’d slip into a deep private misery. He was not well. Yet when Lil was tormented by her own troubles he always tried to comfort her, patting her with a hand that had lately taken on a trembling fluttery touch, the touch of a late-stage addict, an end-gamer. You’re OK. You’re OK. She heard this gruff refrain, felt the bottle pressed to her lips.

         Then, at what seemed their lowest ebb, Lil staggered into the shelter at Charing Cross and was handed an envelope from who-the-fuck-knew containing ten thousand pounds cash.

         It’s money, she told Steve.

         What money?

         This. This is fucking money.

         How much?

         Thousands. 238

         Bollocks.

         I’m fuckin’ saying.

         Farewell and adieu, ye ladies of Spain. With a little help from her friends the money was soon gone. Where exactly she could not say. It went, OK? It went.

         Oblivion was Lil and Steve’s goal and they sought it from the moment they woke till the moment they passed out. They drove each other to ever greater excesses in pursuit of it. They would die for it. Even through the fog they knew this was how it would end and it did not seem strange to them.

         Now and then she caught sight of her face in a shop window or a car’s wing mirror and didn’t recognise the woman looking back. For some time she had not been present in her own life. Yet she’d continued to live in a stumbling unthought way, drifting ever further. A weird thought: she was no longer herself. She’d left herself behind.

         
            *

         

         One evening shortly before dusk she lay half-comatose in the park by the Embankment. Rain fell in plump heavy drops. The air was turning sharp. Flowers in the park beds were still in bloom but beginning to look slightly off. Autumn, with all its demands, was here. Vague thoughts skittered across the surface of her mind, of how she would pull herself up and meet those demands by drinking three cans of super-strength cider in quick succession. She lay there allowing the rain to fall upon her, neither content nor its opposite, neither happy nor sad. In the fading light her grey clothes melded with the 239sludgy colours of the grass and mud until she appeared no more than a lump in the earth, a small physical quirk of no significance.

         She became aware of shouts and people running.

         Keep it down, she yelled, eyes closed. Everyone was always fussing.

         The shouting and commotion grew. She frowned and pulled herself upright and saw people running towards the river. Mungo, Aidan, people she knew were running too. Terry was running, for Christ’s sake, galloping three-legged on his crutches.

         It’s Steve! someone shouted. It’s Steve!

         What were they saying about Steve? She reared up and dragged herself down the incline to the road, barrelling out into traffic. Cars smashed their brakes and jammed their horns. She didn’t care, she had to get to the river, see what was going on.

         A line of people stood at the wall looking into the water below, talking agitatedly amongst themselves. Lil pushed to the front. The brown and swollen Thames was speckled with rain. At first she saw nothing out of the ordinary. As her eyes adjusted she spotted a tiny figure struggling in the swell. Only the head was visible above the water. She recognised the shape of the shaved skull and cried out. We’ve got to save him! We’ve got to get down there!

         Aidan and Terry shook their heads. You can’t, Lil. You’ll drown.

         Mungo was crying. Lil tried to climb over the wall and 240throw herself in. Hands pulled her back and would not let her go.

         He’s too far out. You can’t.

         He’s not going to make it, said an old man in the crowd.

         Fuck that, said Lil. Let me go. We can save him.

         You can’t go in, Lil. You can’t help him.

         If you disrupt a death they come back, said another bystander.

         When had saving a life become disrupting a death? The whole world was mad.

         The ghost of Steve’s father watched from the bank. Those hands – guilty of so much, to hear Steve tell it – hung uselessly at his sides. Lil thought he looked distraught, maybe even remorseful. Wild assumptions. Even after all this time grinding herself into the dirt she could not fully rid herself of hope: the belief people could change and wrongs might still be righted.

         Steve’s head rose above the water then sank again. A hand flailed and fell. Between ragged breaths and mouthfuls of Thames he cried out first for help, then for Lil, and then – perhaps thinking no one was saving him because they didn’t recognise him – he cried, It’s Steve! It’s me, Steve! In the desperate confusion of his final moments, this cry became simply Steve! Steve! His small disembodied head calling out its own name once, twice, before it disappeared beneath the dark gloss of the river and was seen no more.

         The sober bystanders on the Embankment watched, their faces a study of blank concern, that detached sadness citizens 241of large cities adopt in response to the terrible everyday things they lack the power or energy or resources to change. A man had drowned in the Thames. Someone else’s bad luck.

         
            *

         

         Lil spent the next week so out of it she could barely speak. Three times they arrested her: twice for drunk and disorderly, once for affray she didn’t remember committing. Those were the only times she was straight, waiting in the police station cell, and they were the worst times. Then she remembered Steve, her little girl, all of it, and there was no escaping. Shame overwhelmed her. The shame was what got you in the end. She couldn’t protect Steve, couldn’t protect her daughter, couldn’t protect herself.

         The day of Steve’s funeral she was in custody for the affray but made such a fuss they allowed her to attend, handcuffed to an officer. It was a sorry scene. A small turnout, just a few bedraggled members of the gang. Mungo, Aidan, Terry-with-the-leg. Each had managed to wear black or close to it. Mungo had coloured in his trainers with black marker – a pathetic sight. They stood at the open grave, taking turns to peer in. It was said if you looked at the deceased you’d never be troubled by their memory. Some chance. Already Steve’s ghost stood alongside the grave, dripping wet as ghosts of the drowned often were.

         The priest spoke a few stock phrases, the usual fill-in-the-blank gubbins, let us remember X, so dearly beloved, then invited contributions from the assembled. None were offered. All those years of life and this was the sum total. 242Four mutes round a muddy hole. No one with a thing to say about the man.

         Come on, Lil shouted. Say something! We all knew he could be an arsehole but let’s try at least.

         She thought of the good times with Steve. ’Cos there had been some good times, what she could remember of them. And the little hard-to-place times. How he’d stroke her jawbone with his index finger. How he’d gather her hair as she puked. Sometimes at night he’d hold her and gently say her name, Lil. Little wonder he’d started having feelings. She might have too if she’d any left to have. A sort of love had bound them together: the love of two people who’d been through it all.

         Slowly, uncertainly, the tributes dribbled out.

         Rest in peace, mate

         Go easy, brother

         You had it rough

         Amen to that

         You was drowning long before you saw the water

         A man who always zigged when he should have zagged

         Trying to fight the whole world

         And got a few good hits in

         But it was never a fair fight

         The endless water streaming down Steve’s ghostly face looked like tears, giving him a pathos in death he’d never had in life. Lil felt sober and awful. The handcuff ached her wrist and the cop she was attached to kept glancing at her sympathetically. I swear to fucking God you keep looking at me 243like that, she told the cop. A Steve sentiment, spoken in his honour. The cop’s face hardened. They were back on regular terms. As Lil liked it. Save your pity, was her feeling.

         The priest – shooting Lil evils, he’d heard that fucking God – said he hoped Steve would find the peace he’d never found in life. He looked from grave to ghost as he spoke, unsure where to address the words. Various charms were laid on the coffin, and Terry put in a new pair of shoes, probably stolen. These habits had leaked into the order of service in the ghost years. Some slipped rope around the dead’s ankles. Some put items in other people’s graves with a note saying who they were for. The hope, whether phrased as a gift or an attack, was to stop the dead coming back.

         Lil muttered and groused. Could they get on with it.

         No one had the cash for a proper wake. Couldn’t stretch to a buffet or a sin-eater. So bottles in the park it was, as per. Not the park at the Embankment though. Lil could barely look at the river anymore. She was convinced it had taken on a faint iridescence since Steve’s death, as if lit from beneath.

         They assumed their spot in Green Park, this time with a police escort. Lil could stay for half an hour, no more. The mourners sat or squatted in their borrowed black trousers and ill-fitting jackets. Lil felt mean and bitter. How pathetic they were, getting these clothes together because it was what you did for a funeral. Each of them holding on to these little details of a society from which they were excluded.

         Maybe it’s a wake-up call, Terry was saying. I been talking about getting clean for ages. Maybe it’s a sign. 244

         Lil stared at her boots and took another drink. On the streets, where you lived so close to genuine bad luck (and were so in denial about self-inflicted bad luck), the idea of chance or fate seemed magical, religious, a thing to be venerated.

         Terry looked awkwardly at Lil, preparing to say something. You know, Teresa, you’re not too old.

         Fuck off, Terry.

         To, you know, have another kid.

         Are we talking about my business? No. She was extremely, uniquely, not in the mood for Terry’s gangrenous life wisdom.

         I’m just saying we don’t have to keep doing this till our livers give out or we drown or—

         Get hit by a bus? Mungo asked, seeing if he had the gist of it.

         Yes, Mungo, or we get hit by a bus. You know how it is. You either need to hit bottom or you need a swift, sharp knock to the head. This could be that swift, sharp knock. Get our lives back on track.

         Thing about life is how fast it goes, Aidan said.

         I always wanted a farm, you know? Terry said. Live off the land. Chickens. Sheep. All that. We could still have those things if we played our cards right.

         If you play your cards right? Lil said. You’re going to shit on your cards, Terry, like you always do.

         Terry’s face trembled. It wasn’t done to crush another drinker’s dreams, it went against the code. Each of them was wrapped in a delicate skin of hopes, the finest lace spun from 245the tiniest glimmers of possible futures. Every down-and-out had their own particular dream. They would talk of a wife they were going back to or kids they’d see again or parents who would any day forgive them. Or they’d speak of finding a million or winning a scratch card (imagine all the booze you could buy with that) and those were the most delicate in a way, for not mentioning the other stuff that had led them to this place where they could only talk in the vaguest terms about their hopes and dreams. Whatever the dream, it was the listener’s duty to handle it softly and not crush it. Because you had a similar dream you’d tell in turn and the last thing you wanted was to hear it would never be real because it required you not being your own worst enemy. That you were a sap for believing it. Lately Lil felt she didn’t have a dream, however distant. No reason to go on. She was already dead, just waiting for time to catch up.

         I’m sorry, Terry. Remorse in her mouth, a sickening taste. But also fuck you, she added for balance. Her suspicion was that remorse could be habit-forming and was best avoided. Down that road, God only knew what waited.

         
            *

         

         Time blurred after that. She woke up in bushes, in streets she didn’t know. Found herself with weird and terrible people, coming into focus in alleyways or underpasses, on trains going to places which meant nothing to her, once on a sofa in a crack den watching a nature documentary about alligators, the beasts snapping and thrashing. Images swarmed her: a little girl in a red dress, a shaved head disappearing 246below the water. Her body was covered in savage cuts and bruises she had no memory of inflicting. If this was a fable she’d have been learning something from all this pain and bad behaviour, but this was life and so it was only raw and strange and without end. Her days were black lagoons, broken by increasingly rare moments when she swam up to the surface of herself. Sometimes, deep in the darkness, she became aware of screaming, her screaming, and was not sure if it was something happening to her now or an echo of things which had already happened. She couldn’t tell if the screaming was out loud or in her mind, how long it had been going on.
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         Michael and Jane were taking some time away from their marriage. With her mother no longer lingering it seemed unnecessary. If Mother showed her face, Jane could get in touch and he’d return.

         No mother, no Michael, Berenice out of the picture and Sandra long gone – life felt suddenly quiet. But other people soon filled the void.

         At school, the season had raised concerns about several children, including Eddie Adeyemi. His grades had nosedived; in class he was moody and withdrawn, sometimes violent. Yesterday, to cap it all, he had tripped another boy in the hall. A parent-teacher-child meeting was called to find out what was going on and make gentle, subtle threats based on those findings.

         Mr Adeyemi’s suit was sharply tailored but his eyes were dazed, his handshake light and dry as paper. He seemed uncomfortable. Eddie sat nervously jangling his leg, looking like he was on trial for murder. Questions about his wellbeing were met with silent suspicion, as if any answers he gave might be used against him in a court of law.

         ‘I was hoping Mrs Adeyemi might join us too,’ Jane said.

         ‘She’s not well,’ Mr Adeyemi said. 248

         ‘She’s gone crazy with God stuff,’ Eddie added.

         ‘We don’t say that,’ his father told him.

         ‘It’s true.’

         Jane sensed a deep sticky mess.

         ‘Have you considered additional support?’ she asked the father.

         ‘His older sister helps.’

         ‘How long has this been the case?’

         ‘Start of the month.’

         ‘If you don’t mind me asking, is this ghost-related?’

         ‘My older brother, David,’ Eddie explained.

         ‘Of course. I’m sorry. But that certainly correlates with what we’re discussing regarding Eddie’s behaviour. The fighting, shoving, rudeness. And then the most serious incident—’

         Eddie looked aghast. ‘You know?’

         ‘Everyone knows, Eddie. You did it in front of other people.’

         ‘I didn’t mean any harm. I barely touched the soil!’

         ‘You tripped Marcus in the hall. His wrist was badly hurt.’

         ‘Oh,’ Eddie said. ‘That.’

         ‘Yes, that. What’s this about soil?’

         ‘Nothing.’

         ‘We don’t hurt other people, do we?’ Jane asked. It was so easy to set rules for others while failing to follow them yourself.

         ‘No,’ Eddie said sadly.

         ‘Then there’s the failure to complete class assignments. 249The total lack of homework. Not to mention the truancy. You are aware, I’m sure, Mr Adeyemi, that failure to send children to school is punishable by fines and in some cases prison.’

         ‘Prison,’ Eddie whispered, as if he’d expected it.

         ‘Prison for the parent, I mean,’ Jane said. Focusing so much on Eddie’s misdemeanours, she’d distressed the boy. Always a balance to be struck between the behaviour that brought the child there and the child’s well-being when dealing with that behaviour.

         Mr Adeyemi looked at his boy. ‘Is this true, Eddie? You’ve been missing school?’

         ‘Look,’ Jane said, ‘it sounds complicated at home and I don’t want to overstep. But the school is very worried about Eddie. It’s not just his behaviour. It’s his thinking. The other day the children wrote about what they wanted to be when they grew up and Eddie wrote about if he grew up.’

         ‘You have to understand, we are dealing with things.’

         ‘Yes, and I’m sorry. But we’re talking about Eddie here. Where that leaves him. He’s a bright boy, we all like him very much, but he needs support. A lot more than we, as a school, can give. And more than he currently seems to be getting. If you’re struggling, perhaps we need to think about additional support.’

         ‘You mean after-school clubs?’

         ‘If you want it plain, I mean social services, Mr Adeyemi.’

         ‘No. Absolutely not. It will sort itself out. The end of the month, things will return to normal.’ 250

         ‘That may be. But what about next year, and the year after that?’ It was a question she often asked herself.

         ‘They can’t keep coming back,’ he mumbled. ‘They can’t.’

         I don’t think it works like that, she wanted to say. Believe me, I wish it did. Mr Adeyemi was labouring under the mistaken impression that people got what they deserved. Once again she thought of her mother. It was like she was tied to her by a cord. In any situation the cord would tug and her mother was at the other end, saying, ‘And this relates to me, as you know.’

         Sympathetic as Jane was, Mr Adeyemi’s refusal to engage with reality frustrated her. She faced a difficult decision: report it to admin and begin a process of assessments and recommendations and social service referrals, or keep this to herself and hope it would settle, that her silence would not make matters worse. She chose to stay quiet (of course), but stressed again how serious matters were.

         ‘Even if things change after this month, if his grades and behaviour and attendance decline for a month every school year he will be severely behind. He won’t be set up for secondary school and will be unable to fulfil his potential.’ She saw Eddie’s expression and stopped. In all this talk of safeguarding and wanting the best for the child, she was once again distressing him. But it was not enough to say things would be OK. She thought of Berenice and the others, shoved aside and forgotten every year. Eddie was in this cycle too. They all were, in some way. Life in the dead’s shadow was no life at all. 251

         ‘Respectfully, we have to prioritise the living,’ she said. ‘I’m trying to remember that too.’

         
            *

         

         Perhaps her frustrations with Eddie were what led her to a series of brief, unsatisfactory reunions with the woman from the grief group. She’d been unable to shake thoughts of drunken, furious Lil. There was someone slipping out of the world in real time.

         She found the woman in Green Park as she’d said, with a group of similarly bankrupt figures. It was after work and Lil was far gone. She barely remembered who Jane was and was not particularly pleased to be reminded. So Jane tried again a few days later, at an earlier hour. But the foolish, desperate fusser in her came on too strong with the love-and-salvation. You can change, it’s not too late. As she’d done with Sandra when the walls came up. Tell me your problems, she’d say over and over. I can help. How could she make such a claim without knowing what the problem was? All it had done was push Sandra away, as it pushed Lil away now. She wasn’t interested. Go bother someone else.

         ‘I’m only trying to help,’ Jane said.

         ‘Yeah? Me or you?’

         ‘You of course. You act like you’re beaten. But life does go on.’

         ‘My life ended nearly a year ago. I can tell you the exact day and minute. Tenth of November, 8.37 a.m. I was pronounced dead on a street in Shepherd’s Bush.’

         Jane was from Shepherd’s Bush too. And the tenth of 252November last year had been around when Sandra left. At the time she’d thought Sandra must have seen or suffered something awful. The change in her had been so abrupt. Over time she’d let that instinct slide, telling herself she was making excuses, that it was probably her fault, that somehow she’d driven her away.

         Lil was in no state to receive such comparisons. With the announcement of her death, her eyes had closed.

         ‘OK,’ Jane said. ‘I can see you don’t want to talk.’

         ‘Fuckin’ finally.’

         Jane scribbled on a piece of paper and pressed it into a stiff, grubby hand. ‘I’ll leave my number with you again,’ she said. ‘If you change your mind.’

         When you didn’t have anything to offer the dead, it was said, you could write what you wanted to offer on a piece of paper.

         
            *

         

         Messier still, Jane got caught up in Angie and Peter’s increasingly fractious relationship. Peter rang asking about the hex Jane had mentioned at dinner. Had it worked?

         ‘Oh no, Peter. No way.’

         ‘What? It’s all right for you to hex a ghost but not for me?’

         ‘Because that was my ghost, Peter. I know who, or what, you want to hex. That’s Angie’s business.’

         ‘It’s my business too. You don’t understand how it feels. To be with someone, then one month this veil descends and they’re not yours anymore. They pull away from your touch, they won’t look you in the eye. If they do seem happy you feel 253it’s not to do with you. And you can’t control any of it. This thing comes back and it’s all lost. Unless it happens to you, you can’t imagine.’

         ‘I don’t like this, Peter.’

         ‘D’you think I do?’

         ‘I want no part of this.’

         ‘And her memories aren’t even accurate! Angie used to say, before he died, she didn’t even like him. Then he comes back and gets a full historical revision. Now he’s a saint and she won’t hear a word against him – even if they’re her own words. When she broke up with him!’

         So what if Angie felt one way at one time? She was perfectly entitled to feel another. Yet Jane also knew the dangers of putting the dead on a pedestal, of making them products of one’s imagination now reality couldn’t contradict it.

         ‘I remind her, “You said he was grouchy and selfish,” and she says, “But I didn’t know he was sick. He was protecting me from that.” I can’t win!’

         ‘Why is it about winning?’

         ‘Because life is about winning. You win the girl or you lose her to someone else. And I’m losing her, I can feel it.’

         He had tried to see it other ways. Who knew why Harry had come back? Motive was the hardest thing to fathom. For all Peter knew, Harry might have returned to warn people off dating Angie. Or he’d try to be blasé. ‘How’s our sexy corpse?’ he’d ask. ‘How’s the spirit formerly known as Harry?’ But Angie would only look awkward, which made the joke feel true. In any case, he could never hold these attitudes long. 254Sooner or later he would slump into despair. He could not compete with this perfect living memory of Harry. Then he hated the ghost with a passion. Get your own girlfriend! Find a nice ghoul and settle down!

         ‘Angie’s no help. She keeps saying, “We’ll get through it.” We have very different ideas of what “getting through it” entails. She sits there and is desired, I’m trampled on! I don’t know if I’m being unreasonable. Is it unreasonable to feel insecure? She says, “I think it would be best if you sleep on the couch.” What am I supposed to say? “Of course, darling. Whatever you say, darling. Grind your boot in my face, darling.” Not to mention she looks incredible the whole month, which I know is not for my benefit. Her hair. Her dresses. Wearing her best lingerie – I know those bra straps. I know when she’s flirting, she used to use that voice on me … We argue – you heard us – and she’ll say, “Why are you so threatened? He’s a ghost.” First off, historically that has not stopped people feeling threatened. And second, come on! You know how you’re acting!’

         ‘It’s not easy for her.’

         ‘I know. I do. Eight years she was with Harry. They must have been happy for some of it. And this ghost seems to bring that happiness back. Only it’s the memory of happiness, not the happiness itself. She’s looking at old happiness hoping for new happiness.’

         This realisation, he said, that Angie was also being hurt by all this, was when he decided to turn to hexing. He just wanted the name of the shop. It was so hard to know which of these black magic places to trust. 255

         ‘All right. But do not tell Angie it came from me.’

         ‘Do you think I’m telling her about any of this?’

         She reasoned it was nothing Peter couldn’t have found himself. The city was full of such shops.

         The inevitable blowback came a few days later.

         ‘He hexed me!’ Angie shouted over the phone.

         ‘Slow down, Busy. What?’

         ‘He placed a curse on me! To get back at Harry.’

         Jane acted dumb. ‘This is Peter you’re talking about?’

         ‘Yes, Peter! Of course, Peter!’

         Angie and Peter had broken up.

         ‘I smell something scented burning in the back room he uses as an office. First time that room hasn’t smelled like old socks so I’m suspicious. I open the door and he’s burning photos of me and Harry.’

         ‘Oh God.’ Jane felt a rush of guilt.

         ‘And he has the nerve to say, “I was doing it for us. I meant well.” Which is so Peter. You catch him cursing you and he’s the well-meaning one and you’re the awful one for not understanding. Absolutely impossible man.’

         Like Angie was easy as one two three. A solved Rubik’s cube.

         ‘When I think of how he’s behaved every step of the way … You rented a partner who’s more considerate! I could pull a stranger off the street and get more understanding.’

         Jane winced, though Angie was partly right: Michael, for all his faults, was not the worst person in the world. But also, she thought, of course he was being more considerate than Peter. He wasn’t having his heart broken. 256

         ‘And it’s like, am I still cursed? Do I need to put my head in holy water in one of those church sinks?’

         ‘Fonts.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘The sinks in church are called fonts.’

         ‘Are you correcting me? At a time like this?’

         No, she wasn’t correcting Angie.

         Not that her sister was one to be bothered by a break-up for long. Already she was moving on. Things were serious again with Harry. She was full of wants and regrets. Why hadn’t she ever asked about that thing he loved while he was alive? It would’ve been so nice to hear him talk about it. What a pity that in the past she did so little asking. There never seemed to be the time.

         Feeling partly responsible and horribly entangled, Jane met Peter at a greasy spoon to see what could be salvaged from the situation. Perhaps she could give him pointers on how to get on the right side of her sister, a side she was only on about half the time.

         There early, as was her habit, she watched Peter finish a cigarette outside and enter wreathed in smoke.

         ‘I didn’t know you smoked.’

         ‘I started again. Got to fill the time in a post-Angie world.’ Seeing her concern, he added, ‘It’s OK. It’s good! I’m free!’

         ‘You seem positive.’ She was trying to be upbeat herself, though Peter looked awful, like death warmed up.

         ‘Yes, I can do what I want. Whatever that is.’ His buoyancy faltered. He gave a coffee order to a lugubrious waitress and 257sat. ‘I feel like I’ve been playing a forty-year game of musical chairs and the music has ended and I’m chair-less.’

         ‘The music hasn’t ended, Peter.’

         ‘Or like a large flightless bird which discovers it has enough flap to get over the fence but on the other side it doesn’t know what to do … Bill says I should be happy, that I dodged a bullet.’

         ‘Who’s Bill?’

         ‘An old uni mate. I’m sleeping on his couch. From one couch to another, eh? Bill and I were in a goth band. Death is not the end, that sort of thing. Back when that stuff meant something. Now we discuss groceries and brush our teeth together like an old married couple. Anyway, I have to be out next week. Then who knows?’

         The waitress leaned on the counter, eyes on the TV overhead while a man in a grubby apron prepared the drinks. The coffee machine hissed and spluttered.

         Knock knock, a cartoon character said in an ad.

         Who’s there?

         It’s the ghost of your sex life. Woohoohahahaaa!

         Haunted by erectile dysfunction? Banish those demons with—

         ‘Bill doesn’t know what he’s talking about though,’ Peter said. ‘He thinks all women are scolds and nags. Angie’s not like that. Angie’s like, I don’t know, a cat. A beautiful creature that only shows interest in you when it suits them, but it feels amazing to be in that glow … Sorry, you probably don’t want to hear your sister talked about like this.’ 258

         Jane shrugged. She’d long thought Angie floated through life on a cloud of charm, treating people quite badly while she did so.

         ‘How is she?’ he asked. ‘She won’t pick up the phone to me.’

         ‘She’s angry, Peter. What do you expect?’

         They broke off as the waitress brought Peter’s coffee. She looked ready to sprinkle cyanide in every cup in the place.

         ‘I told you not to do it, Peter. I told you.’

         ‘I didn’t want to! I tried to be a good partner, kinder and more attentive than Harry ever was. I imagined Angie would look from me to him and see she’d made the right choice. That was the original plan. But next to a ghost, who was I? Death gives a person gravity. You saw what it was like at dinner. Everyone talking about how Harry seemed so intelligent, so sensitive. How can anyone know what these ghosts think, how they look at a person?’

         Jane thought that was always true. Any relationship was based on supposition. You could never know another person, never trust them really.

         ‘And Angie is no different,’ Peter went on. ‘She absolutely wants Harry over me. Don’t deny it. You and her are thick as thieves, I know she’s told you.’

         They fell into silence. The sounds of the cafe were the gentle sizzle of bacon on the grill and chips dropping into the fryer. The TV played an extended advert for a famous department store about a little boy who made friends with a little boy ghost. The ad had repurposed an eighties punk classic as a funeral dirge. Some years ago advertisers had 259discovered that if you made popular upbeat songs sound haunted – lachrymose piano, whispered vocals – people felt confused and emotional and threw money at you. Now all the adverts did it, all the time, like a cheap trick.

         ‘This is what growing old is,’ Peter said, watching the ad. ‘Your youth sold back to you in ever more insipid forms. The soundtrack of your rebel years as easy listening in your middle age. In your dotage it’ll be on an ad for haemorrhoid cream. The ghosts of your glory years always with you, a permanent marker of how much you’ve compromised at every stage of your life. How can anybody live like this?’

         ‘You mean with the music?’

         ‘I mean everything. The past never properly past. Tell me honestly, are you happy?’

         The question came as a shock. Jane had never asked herself in those terms. Of course she wasn’t happy. She had a life of chores, on top of which she was haunted by her mother. Her life was not her own. She kept her desires so tamped down this month she scarcely admitted them to herself. Sometimes she felt them pushing against the locked door. Reading a magazine with Mother’s ghost in the room, feeling a sudden urge to run her finger across a woman’s face on the page. But she was not about to tell Peter this. Instead, quoting one of the well-being books that lined her shelves, she said, ‘I read somewhere that melancholia – depression – is a failure to accommodate to the horizons of your reality.’

         ‘But why should I accept this as my reality? Don’t we deserve better?’ 260

         Her instinct was to say, ‘We have to learn to live with it,’ but Peter was right, it was no type of life, getting shoved aside by the dead every year, pushed out of your own life. Surely that was a situation you should try to remedy.

         ‘It’s like a ghost has taken my place in the world,’ he said, almost to himself. ‘I keep thinking about Angie with him, tracing his phantom cheek, kissing the place where the lips should be. I imagine those ghostly fingers moving over her … If he’s with her, what does that make me? Am I the ghost? I keep thinking, what in my life tells me I’m alive, that anything I do matters? It’s like those announcements on the tube: Ask yourself, does this person have substance? Might they be alive? What proof do I have?’

         ‘Peter, I can assure you, you’re alive.’

         ‘I mean what’s the purpose to me being alive. What’s the benefit? The dead live forever – and they get the girls! I find myself thinking, “It is possible to die.” That is a thing which is possible.’

         ‘Stop, what are you saying?’

         ‘It turned out all right for Harry.’

         ‘You’re not serious.’

         He looked awkward. ‘I suppose not … I shouldn’t be putting all this on you. I’m becoming unboundaried, as our outreach therapist would say. But how can I not? The dead are unboundaried, coming back, stealing people’s girlfriends. Talk to them about boundaries. They started it.’

         Jane tried to move him off the topic. ‘How is the outreach stuff?’ 261

         ‘I spend my days trying to persuade people that living with nothing is better than drinking poison. Which gets harder and harder to believe. All I can offer are these little scraps of hope which I don’t even believe anymore. Past a certain point, anything is the same as nothing.’ Peter looked away at the TV. ‘Hardly any of them want to talk to me. It’s like they can sense my situation. How can I help them when I can’t help myself? Nothing my hand grasps can my hand hold. That was another lyric of ours, Bill’s and mine, in our band.’

         ‘Peter, I know it’s hard, but you have to find a way through this, or you may as well die tomorrow.’

         ‘That’s true.’

         It was dark when they left the cafe. Up above, a mouldy stub of moon shone weakly. On earth, a fine nocturnal drizzle diminished the line between beings and things.

         ‘It’s not all misery,’ he said as they parted. ‘I’ve met a lovely ghost. She haunts one of the parks I visit for work. I think we might have something.’

         Jane laughed. ‘There you go. You’re bouncing back already.’

         In the simplicity of her heart, she assumed he was joking.
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            Gone to church and will be there for the foreseeable. I cannot live anymore in a house of non-believers. Samuel, your lack of faith is keeping me from my son. ‘What God has joined together let no man tear apart,’ the book tells us. Pastor Jacob has the answers or at least is looking for them. Through our hands God has built a new house. Amen. There is food in the fridge. Do not leave the butter uncovered, I am tired of asking. Elizabeth.

         

         The new Church of Holy Ghost Power was a city in the middle of Green Park. Makeshift tents and gazebos and maybe thousands of people (though once at the fair Eddie guessed the number of M&Ms in the jar was twelve thousand but it was three hundred something and Victor never let him forget it). The camp was still waking up. Sounds and smells of breakfast and basic bathing on all sides. A woman stirring porridge on a camp stove called to a small child to get dressed. An old man halfway through shaving paused with the razor on his throat and followed Eddie and Samuel with bloodshot eyes. The people looked tired and grizzly, but their faces burned with that same strange light Eddie had seen in his mum’s face: hope.

         ‘Elizabeth!’ his dad shouted. ‘Elizabeth, come out!’ 263

         No Elizabeth emerged. The campers didn’t look bothered by his shouting. It was from the old world. They were beyond such concerns.

         ‘Why are you all here?’ his dad shouted. ‘Go home to your families.’

         ‘Our families are dead,’ came the reply. ‘The pastor brings them back to us.’

         ‘They’re crazy,’ his dad muttered. ‘They’re all crazy.’

         In the church, a service was underway. Pastor Jacob stood at the front in a white robe with yellow and purple trim, bathed in sweat, lit by a tight spotlight that cast everything around him in shadow. This service was unlike any Eddie had seen. On stage, dozens of ghosts watched the pastor as if he commanded them. The whole operation was bigger and more impressive than last time. Camera operators were dotted about the space. The congregation’s white robes shone under the house lights. All attention was on the pastor. What a sight he was! His eyes and mouth were extremely wide, wider almost than seemed possible. He twisted his head like a snake.

         ‘Fear has seeped in! Fear is replacing love. We cannot face our own loved ones. Too scared what it says about us. We see these ghosts and shoo them away. Like vermin!’

         Eddie looked down at his shoes.

         ‘When we should be greeting them with love!’

         Amen!

         ‘What do we need to get this through to us?’ the pastor cried, eyes goggling. 264

         Eddie had never seen ghosts gathered like this, seemingly corralled at Pastor Jacob’s bidding. It was hard not to believe what the man was saying when faced with the power he seemed to wield.

         The pastor’s face grew serious. He closed his eyes and stretched a hand towards the ghosts. ‘I call upon my wife. My dear departed. Mary, come forward.’

         A woman stepped hesitantly out of the line of ghosts.

         ‘Turn those lights down, would you? Let’s not scare her … Come to me, my love. Embrace me. I do not fear you, because you are my love.’

         The ghostly woman approached and embraced the pastor. He held his arms around the form that was once his wife. ‘I feel it!’ he cried. ‘I feel her love!’

         The congregation murmured, He feels it. This is love.

         ‘Embrace death, brothers and sisters. Let death in.’

         The ghost buried her face in the pastor’s shoulder. She seemed to be sobbing.

         ‘That’s it, my love. Let it out.’

         The room fell silent. Eddie heard the cameras whirring and the pastor’s ragged breathing through the microphone. When pastor and ghost separated, the pastor’s robes were damp at the shoulder where the ghost had wept. ‘Witness the miracle!’ he cried triumphantly. ‘Real tears!’

         Louder murmurs. Crossing of selves. Hallelujah. A miracle.

         ‘You cannot deny when you see this. You cannot deny the dead are still part of life. They’re still here!’

         They’re still here! 265

         ‘Blessed are the phantoms. Blessed are the fruits of the dead. For they keep our souls in grace.’

         Amen.

         Eddie could not help muttering ‘Amen’ also. A ghost who cried real tears! He could see why Pastor Jacob was so popular. His message of love was simple and produced incredible results. He seemed the one person in the world who understood the mysteries of this month.

         His dad glanced at him with disapproval. ‘Trickery,’ he muttered. ‘I don’t know how. Lights. An actor. But it’s a sham, believe me.’

         Taking Eddie’s hand, he pushed through the white robes, making for the front. The crowd did not part easily. They were frantic to see the miracle and pressed as close as they were allowed. His dad searched the hopeful and ecstatic faces for his wife.

         ‘Elizabeth!’

         At the front, a security guard blocked their path.

         ‘Let me talk to him,’ his dad shouted over the roars reverberating around the church. ‘Let me talk to this divine pastor.’

         The guard shoved him back. Eddie had never seen his dad treated like this – it was unthinkable. A quiet came over that pocket of the room, the crowd watching Samuel warily, uncertain what this wild and possibly violent man might do next. On stage, the ghosts drifted back into the shadows.

         Pastor Jacob, noticing the hush, had found Samuel with 266his eyes. He gave a signal to the guard. ‘Let them up. We are not afraid here. In the Church of Holy Ghost Power there is only love!’ He turned to Samuel, sizing him up. ‘You are hurting, my brother. I see your pain. You have come to the right place. Let us help. You see what is happening here. This is the season of miracles.’

         ‘I’m not here for your help or your miracles. I’m here for my wife.’

         Eddie saw his dad was shaking. Was it fear? No: anger.

         ‘Elizabeth!’ he shouted into the sea of faces. ‘Elizabeth, this madness has gone on long enough. Your family is here to take you home.’

         No Elizabeth came forward or spoke up. The pastor smiled. ‘I know who you are. We have heard all about you here. Brothers and sisters, this is the husband who does not believe! Step into the light. Let us look at you.’

         ‘I am not here for you. I am here for my wife.’

         ‘Yet your wife is not here for you.’

         ‘Elizabeth!’

         Pastor Jacob looked sad at how Eddie’s dad was embarrassing himself. ‘Your son does not come back to you. Your wife does not come back to you. You are lost because you do not believe. You think you can carry on with your life without acknowledging the extraordinary gift we have been given this month. But you cannot ignore death. Embrace it, my brother. Believe.’

         ‘I don’t want your lectures. I am here for my wife.’

         Eddie had always thought his dad knew what to do, but 267he didn’t, he was just repeating the same pleading words.

         The pastor bent his face close to Eddie’s. Up close, he did not look well. His skin was grey and clammy, like Granny near the end. He reached out to touch Eddie’s head but Eddie wasn’t letting him get that close, no way José.

         ‘How old are you, son?’

         ‘Nine.’

         ‘You probably don’t remember a time before ghosts, do you?’

         Eddie shook his head. He was four when the ghosts started appearing, a little baby age.

         ‘That’s a wonderful thing. You’ll see how past and present are joined and cannot be un-joined. It’s the older generation, like your father, who have such difficulties with this idea.’

         ‘Stop talking to him,’ Eddie’s dad said. Then, once more to the crowd, he cried desperately, ‘Elizabeth!’

         Pastor Jacob sighed. ‘It’s all right, Elizabeth. You may answer.’

         ‘Yes, Pastor,’ said a voice. ‘I am here.’

         A rustle of robes as the crowd parted. Eddie’s mum stood in the centre of the room. She did not move or smile or make any other greeting. Her face was blank.

         ‘Elizabeth,’ Pastor Jacob asked, ‘do you want to go with this man?’

         She looked right into Eddie’s eyes. All he could see was blind hope.

         ‘No, Pastor.’

         Samuel stepped forward. ‘Elizabeth, I’m begging you. Your 268family needs you. Think about what you are doing. Make the right choice.’

         ‘I am thinking. I have made my choice.’

         ‘We are alive! Be with us!’

         ‘I have made my choice.’

         Eddie felt starry with hurt. Even in his worst imaginings he’d thought she would choose them. Yet this decision, however awful, could not make him love her less. He wanted to run to his mum and hug her.

         ‘Stop this nonsense and come with me right now!’ his dad shouted.

         His mum did not move. ‘No. I’m not leaving. Samuel, I thought I saw him. I saw David. Yesterday, for a moment. The prayer is working …’

         ‘There you are. She’s spoken.’ Pastor Jacob, with outstretched hand, motioned for Eddie and his dad to leave. ‘Now excuse us, we have a service to finish.’

         ‘Elizabeth!’

         She watched them being led off stage. Then in a voice of sudden confused tenderness, she shouted, ‘I’m sorry, Eddie, darling.’

         ‘Mum!’ Eddie was beside himself. But still he did not cry.

         Guards escorted father and son from the premises.

         
            *

         

         Strange days followed. The tailor’s shop was seldom open. His dad, normally so impeccably dressed, took to sitting around the flat in an old dressing gown. Slumped in a chair, floppy and shapeless, like the starch had been taken out of 269him. Only picked up a needle and thread at the bidding of some irate customer who’d been waiting three weeks for a hem to be lifted or trousers taken in. Cooked chicken nuggets on autopilot for dinner every night, which seemed a great luxury to Eddie at first and then not so much.

         No feelings were discussed, though Eddie noticed he got patted or held more. Everyone was patting him these days. His dad, his teachers, that weird guy in the arcade. Auntie Gloria would pet him like a dog, saying, ‘There, there. Poor boy.’ Even Kenzie patted his hair one time, though then she said, ‘Ugh, greasy, gross.’ His dad’s hand trembled on his shoulder, but in a different way to how Mr Grey’s hand had trembled in the arcade, more of a loose fearful wobble. It seemed to Eddie like every pat he got was more about the person giving them than it was about him. More about their business, their difficulties. The gesture of patting was a little hiccup or spilling over of those difficulties.

         There was almost no talk of the catastrophe. Sometimes his dad would say, ‘Your mother is not well,’ which troubled Eddie deeply though it was nothing he hadn’t worked out himself. To hear such an authority as his dad say it, a man who did business with the world and took credit card payments, a man who was inside the secrets of things, gave the idea new and terrible weight. Or his dad might say, ‘It’s a terrible business,’ and Eddie would agree. He felt very grown up sitting in judgement on a problem like this, but the feeling brought no comfort. Adults were meant to be adults and here he was getting dragged in. He no longer wanted 270to be grown up. This was like a fairy tale where the person wished for the wrong thing and came to regret it. He knew the situation with his mum was bad, but he wanted his dad to lie and tell him it was OK, as you would to a child who needed to be protected from the harshness of the world. He feared if he asked anything more or spoke too much he’d be dragged further into the scary adult world. One dinnertime his dad began talking about the suicides on the news, people killing themselves to live with the dead, saying he didn’t think Elizabeth was mad enough to do it but how could you know for sure, she’d been mad enough to abandon them. Auntie Gloria shushed him. Was he mad? Not in front of Eddie.

         His dad had an overflowing uncontained way about him these days. He might say or do anything. The wild look in his eyes leapt into the things of the house so it all looked wild and strange: the furniture, the pictures, the swatches of cloth in the tailor’s shop downstairs. Things Eddie had grown up with, previously so comfortable and familiar, grew sinister. At night, once-friendly trees outside his window cast long shadows.

         Eddie had terrible dreams. Dreams of being stuck on pitched and slippery roofs, high up, trying not to fall. Dreams of walking through a mass of pigeons knowing they would soon peck him to death. Dreams of zombies. Dreams of David. He dreamed he was talking to David like everything was normal and suddenly realising his brother was dead, that his skin was falling off his bones. 271

         In the morning he’d think, It was only a dream. Then he’d go to the breakfast table and find out what version of life he would live that day. In one version his dad didn’t care about anything in the world. Eddie, Elizabeth, Kenzie, the shop; all barely existed. Eddie would leave him staring into space and go to school, where he’d sit doing his own stare into space, like father like son, feeling apart from the other children, apart even from the Eddie who went to school before. That version of him – smaller, younger, safer for the things he did not know – was dead, but his ghost lingered on, gently reminding him of the ways he’d once been a child.

         Often these days he was in trouble. Little pockets of anger bubbling up. Punched Kenny during Art because Kenny didn’t pass the felt tips quick enough. Ripped the curtain off the hook when he was asked to draw it closed for a slide presentation and it got snagged on the runner. Wrote bad words in the margins of his geography test and was scolded. Oh, Eddie.

         At the school gates, the mystery ghost still waited, in no way helping with the fear and anger. The only figure in his life who had not abandoned him was the one he hoped would.

         After David’s death, a nice lady had taught him something called therapy in a special room at school. She had toys she spoke through, saying she thought the koala was feeling sad but didn’t want to talk about it. Eddie sometimes had the feeling she wasn’t talking about the koala at all. He wished he was back in that room with the special toys.

         One break time he left the playground (he didn’t even feel like playing football these days, boy oh boy) and found 272the therapy room. In the door’s little glass square he saw another boy playing with the toys and talking to the lady. He’d thought the room, the toys, the nice lady, were for him. He hadn’t counted on having to share them. Another thing which seemed unfair and not right. Each time he used fairness as a measure the results came up short.

         Standing at the door, a memory came back to him. In therapy he had written a ‘healing letter’ to help him feel better. This letter was never meant to be sent. You wrote it to the person you were upset with and put your feelings into it. He’d written to the man who killed his brother. He was called Leon Masters and he was in prison where there were bars on the windows and chopped-up worms in the food. Eddie had learned his name and the prison he was in from eavesdropping through the walls at home. What the therapist had not known, what Eddie had not told anyone, was that he had posted the letter; he didn’t exactly know why. No reply ever came.

         The lesson he drew from all this was: he had to look after himself. He was the only one who really cared about him. How was your day, Eddie? he’d ask himself coming home from school. Thank you for asking, Eddie. Actually it was not so good.

         In the other version of his life (there seemed no reason why this happened some times and not others), Eddie would come in for breakfast and his dad would say, ‘No school today, I think,’ and they would go to the church’s chain-link fence in Green Park. On those days his dad seemed alive again, full 273of determination, always in a terrible rush to get there. What had he done to get such a slow child? He wanted a child fast and nimble on his feet. How did he get this tortoise?

         A little community had formed at the fence: people whose loved ones had fallen under the pastor’s spell. These loved ones were missing loved ones of their own, and had gone to the church in the hope of being closer to these ghosts, and had in the process become something like ghosts themselves. Some at the fence would go inside the gates to beg their loved ones personally. Most had given up such attempts and made only vague unhappy protests to the church people as they came and went. ‘You’re just kicking the problem down the road,’ they might say. ‘It’ll hurt more later, believe me.’ They maintained a sort of hope, but hope had got them into this situation so they did not trust or like the word.

         The park was also home to some who’d given up hope altogether. Homeless men and women who spent all day in a shaded spot near the gates, ‘drinking their lives away’ in his dad’s words. Their harsh laughter and sweary speech carried over to the tense watchers at the fence, mingling with the strains of God and glory coming from within. Occasionally a drinker would stagger to a bush to piss quite openly. ‘Look at them,’ his dad would say. ‘Not a care in the world.’

         Eddie and his dad would stay for hours waiting for Elizabeth. Sometimes they saw her doing tasks around the compound or going in and out of the main building where the singing and praying went endlessly on. She’d look at them and hold their stare, the same wall of hope behind the 274eyes, and they would stand and be seen by her. As if to say, ‘This is your family, the family you used to have, remember us. You may have abandoned us but we have not abandoned you.’ His dad would call out to her and sometimes she would nod faintly. She never came over.

         Whisper it: Eddie did not want to be at the fence trying to remind his mum what she was missing. The plan was not working. His mum was only interested in the family she couldn’t have. Though he missed her madly, it hurt more to see her. Compared to this he wished he was in school, listening to Victor and Tommy arguing about nonsense. He wanted – incredible to say – to be learning things. They were reading Romeo and Juliet with Miss Turner and he wanted to know what happened.

         One day, people with placards appeared beside the usual sad-eyed family members at the fence. LIFE FOR THE LIVING, one sign said. DON’T FEED THE GHOSTS, said another. They screamed at those inside the perimeter. Traitors! Scum! You’ll get what’s coming! They surrounded an old woman going through the gate, kicking over her shopping trolley, spilling her groceries in the mud.

         ‘Stay here, Eddie,’ said his dad. He went towards the shouting mob. Eddie heard him say, ‘You are threatening people? You should be ashamed.’ He helped the woman to her feet and picked up her groceries.

         ‘They’re traitors!’ a man said. ‘They choose the dead over us.’

         ‘That’s their choice then, isn’t it?’ his dad said. 275

         Eddie was confused. His dad often said he hated what the ghosts had done to their family, how he despised this church for encouraging it. But now these people were saying it, he’d taken the opposite position.

         ‘We all have to live with this!’

         ‘You’re encouraging these pests!’

         ‘Pests?’ said the old woman. ‘It’s my granddaughter.’

         ‘Don’t pay them any attention,’ his dad told her.

         Hadn’t his dad also said the ghosts should be ignored? Hadn’t he also approached churchgoers at the gate and told them, ‘Your actions have consequences’? Eddie knew about ‘consequences’: it was like ‘punishments’ but another word.

         What happened next he couldn’t follow. After his dad helped the old woman through the gates he had words with the protestors and the words became shouts and the protestors surrounded him and he knocked a sign out of one of the men’s hands and was grabbed and lost some buttons on his shirt. He came back to Eddie looking furious and scared, his tie peanutted and shirt tails flapping. He said no more than, ‘They’re just troublemakers. Don’t worry about it.’ Eddie thought that sounded like something to worry about.

         After that his dad seemed less keen to visit the fence. When they did, they kept their distance from the angry protestors often there screaming abuse. Increasingly he chose the other option: the floppy starchless Samuel, the Samuel of the hundred-yard stare. If this was the season of miracles, as the pastor said, the miracles were not for them. 276

         Home life got worse. His dad stopped cooking and cleaning altogether. Everything was crazy, he said, there was no point in anything. Why mend some little tear in a shirt when the world was torn? He would open the shop again after all this was over, if there was to be any after.

         Eddie stopped sleeping. Random pangs of fear or anger pulsed through him. Sometimes he could not believe his life. How could his mum have left him? The TV still showed TV, the other children still played outside. This was not a world where his mum had left. It went on like nothing had happened. And he could still feel her all around him. Her notes were still on the fridge door, her clothes still in the wardrobe smelling of her, her voice still in the air – ‘What do they expect, ehn? Tell me this.’ She could be summoned by the smallest things and yet, impossibly, she was gone. He kept learning this horrible truth about life: people you loved could leave and never come back. They could leave as David had, in an accident, but they could also choose to leave you. People you loved, who were meant to love you, could do this. Perhaps they were thinking it even as they talked to you. Even as they made your breakfast and kissed your head they were plotting their escape. He was only a child and already old with suspicion.

         Kenzie and Auntie Gloria helped around the house when they could. His sister bought him lemon cake with extra sprinkles, which was his favourite though he did not eat the sprinkles. Kenzie, his sister, did this! Nothing was real or made sense. She didn’t mention the million pounds he owed 277her and once even read him a bedtime story. Auntie Gloria began bringing meals. Her food was always sweet because she said all great cooks added a pinch of sugar as their secret. Sometimes she would go to restaurants of supposed great chefs and could taste they had not put in the pinch of sugar, then she knew they were not great chefs at all.

         Except neither of them were there as much as Eddie needed. Auntie Gloria worked nights at the hospice and Kenzie was at college most days and often working or out with Giraldo after. Neither seemed to realise the number of hours in the day he was left to his own devices. They assumed the other was looking after him, or that Samuel would remember to do as they’d asked. Often Eddie had to take matters into his own hands. He stuffed his pockets with bread from the school canteen and drifted around the tables after everyone had left, grabbing abandoned apples and stray chips when his dad forgot to get things for breakfast. He put on the laundry, put himself to bed. A big weight on little shoulders. Some days he went hungry or unwashed. He worried frequently about bills. Victor had made a lengthy and grim report on taxes, which were very important to adults and the government. If Eddie’s dad didn’t keep up his payments he would go to prison and social services would put Eddie in a home with kids who dribbled and whacked their heads on cupboards. This was the truth, Victor had seen it on TV.

         ‘Dad?’

         ‘Hmm.’ 278

         ‘Are you still paying taxes?’

         ‘I beg your pardon?’

         ‘Victor says you get sent to prison if you don’t pay taxes.’

         ‘Please thank Victor for his concern.’

         ‘OK, I will.’

         ‘What else did Victor say?’

         ‘Nothing. But are you?’

         ‘Am I what?’

         ‘Paying taxes?’

         ‘I think so. Eddie, could we not? I’m very tired.’

         His dad was always tired these days. Even though he did nothing and lay in bed half the time. Everything was coming apart.

         ‘Pull yourself together, Samuel,’ Eddie, ear against the wall, heard Auntie Gloria say. ‘I thought you were stronger than this.’

         ‘I thought so too. But now she is in that place I can’t think about anything else.’

         ‘You better start thinking. People depend on you.’

         ‘I didn’t take it seriously. I didn’t see how this could happen to us. I thought we’d suffered enough with David. Now she is gone and I’m afraid to think of anything else in case I miss the next terrible thing.’

         ‘The next terrible thing is coming if you stay in that chair.’

         ‘How can I act like everything’s normal? Knowing she’s there, with that pastor preaching death and violent thugs at the gates? What will I miss acting like everything is normal? Nothing is normal.’ 279

         His dad was turning into a sort of statue waiting for his mum. His mum was turning into a statue waiting for his brother. His brother was dead, but not so dead his mum had given up a crazy sort of hope. His dad thought she wasn’t crazy enough to take the poison going around – Eddie wasn’t so sure. He no longer trusted adults or how they thought. Lately he’d seen too many examples of them going round the bend. This month the dead were so close it was like you could touch them. After this month the feeling faded. You knew they were dead, they weren’t in reach. Between now and the month’s end, when it seemed so real and no one could think about anything else, he thought his mum absolutely might drink poison to be with David. He, Eddie, had to save her before then or he might lose her forever. It was not about being an adult, which seemed mostly to be doing laundry and taxes and saying ‘Let’s wait and see’, but he couldn’t be a little kid hiding behind the adults either. It was about taking action.

         
            *

         

         Putting himself to bed one night, Eddie saw the unknown ghost below his window. It raised a beckoning hand. Come with me, it seemed to say. Come and see. Though the ghost’s blurred and tortured features scared him, though those blank eyes made him tremble, once more he had the feeling it had picked him out for special secret things.

         I’ve got to find out, he thought.

         He sneaked out of the flat, softly softly down the stairs. He would go and see. It wasn’t like his dad would even notice. 280

         Across the street (look right, look left), moving from one pool of light to the next. The streetlights gave everything long limby shadows except the ghost, who had no shadow or was all shadow, the mystery ghost who waited for him.

         ‘OK,’ he whispered to it. ‘You win. I’ll follow.’

         To Eddie’s surprise they went to a bus stop and waited until a number 93 came along. This was not exactly the adventure he had in mind. On the bus, heading towards central London, Eddie at first felt brave: this time he would not be scared. But as the journey took him further from home, uncertainty crept in. This ghost could lead him anywhere. The buildings grew taller and shinier, the shops fancier. This part of the city was strange to him, a place you went with parents or on school trips. The type of ghosts changed too: spectres of businessmen whose mergers had gone sour or whose portfolios had taken a sudden plummet, stalking about making frantic bidding motions, still trying to buy and sell. Strange, Eddie thought, how ghosts could seem unaware they were dead.

         Sometimes another ghost on the bus would try to silently talk to the mystery ghost. Doubly strange, Eddie thought, when ghosts noticed one another. In those moments the ghost world, the other world, seemed fully formed. It made you wonder whose city it was.

         When they got to the river Eddie began to shake. They were going south of the river. A police van rushed past, sirens blaring, and this seemed to confirm his worst suspicions about everything: the ghost’s intentions, his chances 281of success, the threat of this alien part of town. He’d been foolish, trusting this faceless spirit. You should never trust a ghost. Other boys his age might have turned back at this point, but they hadn’t had two older siblings rolling their eyes and saying, ‘Keep up, numbnuts.’ He stayed on the bus.

         They disembarked on a desolate strip of road in Southwark not far from the river. Industry had come to this part of town and then left again, leaving nothing in its place. Warehouses hunched darkly along the road, making a strange sound which Eddie realised was the wind whistling through their broken windows. An earthy smell, slightly sweet and rotten, hung about the place.

         At an abandoned storage facility, beneath a condemned sign, the ghost gestured to a hole in the fence for Eddie to squeeze through, then passed through itself. They moved forward through thick shadows towards a series of cavernous hangars with tattered and grime-choked plastic drapes for walls.

         Here Eddie saw a fantastic thing. Thousands of ghosts milled or sat about the hangars. They perched on ghostly stoops or huddled in groups discussing things in their silent way. There were ghosts playing instruments, ghost tailors measuring phantom legs and shoulders, ghost classrooms where dead children learned their ABCs, ghost doctors tending to other ghosts, yes, still dead I’m afraid – even what looked like ghost cops placing ghost criminals under arrest. Five bowl-haired ghost siblings passed Eddie in single file, each shorter than the last. In one corner, a brutal-looking 282bunch of ancient ghosts gathered around what looked like a ghost king. Ghost shopkeepers and food vendors offered their wares to other ghosts pushing by on their own private business. It was like the ghosts’ secret headquarters, a little city. Seeing the ghosts busy with their lives, he realised they were still people or shapes of people with dreams and fears and loves. In the dead city he saw rich and poor, haves and have-nots; a system all its own.

         The mystery ghost huddled with two other pretty manky-looking spirits, pointing and gesticulating in Eddie’s direction. One of the ghosts looked furious. He came over and screamed silently in Eddie’s face and Eddie thought he might have caught something because the ghost who’d breathed in his face had the worst-looking mouth he’d ever seen. But whatever the ghost was angry about he was overruled. The other two beckoned Eddie to follow them deeper into the zone.

         Alone amongst the dead, Eddie was beyond afraid. But still he went deeper, curious where it might lead. At his back was his old life of worry, in front he couldn’t say. His heart beat madly: he was very far from home and caught up in a dangerous secret business. His parents would be so cross. On second thought, would they notice? His mum had abandoned him, his dad was hardly there. He could have done anything. How was your day, Eddie? Fine. Followed some ghosts to a city of the dead.

         In a crowded bazaar area, the ghosts ushered Eddie towards a phantom in a suit who was stooped down talking 283to a little girl ghost. The ghost in the suit turned at their approach and Eddie saw it was his brother. David looked pleased to see him. His fear and worry fell away, he forgot about the trouble he might be in. He had found his brother.

         ‘Listen, that grave stuff,’ he said, ‘I didn’t mean it in a bad way …’

         But something was happening: David and the mystery ghost were talking excitedly, the little girl ghost was jumping up and down. Eddie thought he recognised her from somewhere. He still didn’t know who the mystery ghost could be. Together the three of them were forming a plan.

         All of a sudden they were on the move. They pushed out of the dead city, gesturing for Eddie to follow, moving at speed through the streets. The ghosts were tireless, not stopping for cars or traffic lights, these dangers no longer their concern. Eddie could scarcely keep up.

         ‘Where are you going, David?’

         ‘Are you showing me a clue?’

         ‘Shall I follow?’

         Each time the ghosts beckoned him on.

         They crossed Tower Bridge, lit up by a thousand points of light, and veered left onto a path along the river. Music reached them, growing louder. A party was underway. People in fancy costumes and masks danced and mingled in what looked to Eddie like a large mansion on the riverside.

         The ghosts headed into the party, Eddie tailing in their wake. He thought the mansion looked like the palace in Palace of the Dead, though he hadn’t been in enough mansions 284to be an expert. Revellers gave way at the sight of the ghosts, for these were not the common-or-garden phantoms who drifted here and there looking lost. You could see in their eyes they meant business. Even the little girl looked merciless. Revenge was a big word but it was impossible to look at them and not think it.

         In the centre of the main hall they came to a sudden halt. The mystery ghost slowly raised its arm and pointed a long, trembling finger. Unlike the ghost’s face, the finger was crystal clear. It looked like it weighed a hundred tonnes and would crush whoever it fell upon. It pointed at one man.
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         ‘Carnival’ was the theme of the Carters’ society party this year. A former customs house on the Thames had been transformed into a quasi-Venetian palace and circus of wonders. Guests dressed as lords and ladies, harlequins and ringmasters, flitted from room to room seeing what had been laid on for them. Certain new initiates, unused to the fineries on offer, had piled their plates high and were already well on their way to drunk. Professional actors and circus performers circulated amongst the guests, tasked with breathing life into conversations which threatened to fall flat. Red-faced old men danced with young women bussed in discreetly for the purpose. Spluttering laughter and drunken cries filled the night.

         In the courtyard beyond the main room, alone on the edge of an ornamental fountain, sat an eighteenth-century Italian nobleman with a phial of cocaine and a tube of breath mints in his pocket. A dozen stone heads watched with open mouths; water was meant to gush from these into the pool below. Tonight the fountain was dry for health and safety reasons: a previous guest had slipped and fallen in. Gideon perched on the fountain’s lip, avoiding everyone. In former years he had loved the ball, the young prince in one 286immaculate costume or another, cutting a swath through the belles. Now he could not stand to be here. It was all dead. They were dead people in a dead culture. It seemed there was nothing so horrible as these screaming, shouting, braying people with their hideous fleshy mouths and their affected airs. Trying to pretend they weren’t dead already – to all intents and purposes, dead! He hoped a huge explosion would rip through the hall and obliterate every one of them – him too; him most of all.

         His parents had insisted he attend. This was their big annual event, he had to be there as the son and heir. There would be no snivelling about ‘not wanting to’; he’d do what needed to be done.

         Two shadows fell across him. His mother and father in royal regalia, looking less than overjoyed to see him. Gideon rose, aware that he was presenting himself to them as if he were a child again, coming downstairs to be shown to his parents’ friends, wearing the special clothes in which a maid had dressed him. Watching his father’s face for approval, a swift nod like he gave a sommelier, or for disapproval, which was far more voluble and far more likely. Christ alive, Genevieve, what have you done to him, he looks prissy, he looks like a bloody girl.

         ‘Why are you out here?’ his father said. ‘You should be inside with our guests.’ Several people Gideon must meet. Investors. Business connections. Always with his father it was you should, you must.

         ‘I was just resting a minute.’ 287

         ‘All you do is rest. I heard about the Canning Town development – Morris says you haven’t been there in weeks.’

         ‘There were some issues.’

         ‘I’ll say. And what’s with all the impersonators at the house? Everything’s a fiasco with you.’ His parents had taken one look at the Holland Park house’s inhabitants and gone to Claridge’s.

         ‘Sorry about that. It seemed sensible.’

         ‘Sensible?’ his father said to his mother. ‘The boy wants to talk about sensible. Sensible would have been not getting in that bloody car in the first place. Money we’ve spent fixing your mistakes.’

         ‘Now now,’ his mother said.

         ‘He’s old enough to take it. The trouble he’s brought this family.’

         ‘Shhh.’ His mother looked around with a fixed smile.

         ‘It’s under control,’ Gideon said. Though he couldn’t shake the feeling that whatever offerings he made, whatever precautions he took, it wasn’t over yet.

         ‘It better be.’

         A pair of guests interrupted to congratulate the Carters on another fantastic party. Also, they’d heard the news and wanted to offer their best. Gideon’s mother, it seemed, was expecting. Not in person, of course, the woman was damn near sixty (even money had its limitations). Via surrogate, Gideon was due to have a baby brother in four months’ time. This was the first he’d heard about it, though there was nothing so unusual in this: he saw his parents probably three 288times a year and spoke only business with them on their rare phone calls.

         ‘Are you sure about this, Mum?’ he asked when the two other guests had gone.

         ‘Positive. The doctors run tests every week.’

         ‘I mean are you sure you want this?’

         ‘It was my idea, babka.’

         ‘Your mother hasn’t been in such great shape since your little fuck-up,’ his father said. ‘She thought a baby would cheer her up.’

         ‘I won’t breastfeed him obviously,’ his mother added. ‘Or look after him really. But it’s so nice to have a child round the place.’

         ‘Look at her,’ his father said. ‘She has the glow of motherhood already.’

         But neither of you care about the child you already have, Gideon wanted to say. He couldn’t imagine two people less suited to raising a child. For all their money and resources, that child would grow up poor. He didn’t need a ghostly hand gripping his heart to know that child’s pain – it was his own.

         ‘I should find Millie,’ he said. He hadn’t seen his parents in three months and already he was desperate to get away from them.

         ‘One more thing.’ His father took him conspiratorially by the arm. ‘Have you heard? Leon Masters is dead.’

         The world fell away. Gideon thought his legs might buckle. ‘What?’ 289

         ‘Epileptic fit, apparently. The prison guards thought he was faking and ignored it.’

         ‘Leon’s dead?’

         ‘That’s what I said, isn’t it?’

         ‘But that can’t be,’ he said. ‘It can’t be.’

         ‘Babka,’ his mother said with evident disgust. ‘Your nose.’

         Gideon put a hand to his face; it came away dark with blood. A large red streak had sprayed across his white shirt. People were looking.

         Without another word he reeled away and ran for the loos, locking himself in a cubicle and grabbing great bunches of toilet paper, scrunching them into balls, which he pressed to his face to staunch the flow. The blood kept coming, spilling out from deep within. There was so much; he couldn’t believe it was all his. He threw the grisly clump of tissues in the bowl and pressed a new fist of paper to his face.

         ‘Giddy?’ Millie’s voice was at the door. ‘Are you OK?’

         ‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ he shouted through the bloodied rags.

         ‘I saw the blood.’

         ‘Millie, will you please go away!’ He couldn’t let anyone see him.

         ‘Why are you shouting at me? What is wrong with you? You’re acting so weird and mean.’

         ‘Get out!’

         He heard Millie muttering and her heels clomping away.

         Leon was dead. He stood there with his head thrown back, gasping like a fish, unable to think beyond this thought. 290

         When the bleeding finally eased he flushed the toilet and watched in horror as the bloody bowl, instead of emptying, began to swell and grow. The gory mass would not go down. He fled from the cubicle and washed the blood from his hands at the sink, avoiding the sight of his own face. Crimson streaked the porcelain. Take a breath. Get a hold of yourself. He felt like he was dissolving. When he put his hands under the dryer his skin rippled like water.

         Back into the melee of the ball. It had grown hotter and louder, the guests drunker and more reckless. A quiet place was what he needed, a place where he could hide. If he could just get home or to one of the hotels. He could not stay here.

         Crossing the main hall, making for the exit, he saw the crowds parting in surprise. Something was coming towards him …

         His demons.

         His demons were here, approaching with their sagging faces and ghastly lopsided gaits. The little girl in the red dress at the front of the pack, the young black man in his suit behind. At the back, a third ghost: a blurred figure of roughly Gideon’s age and height, its face little more than two dark holes for eyes and a smear of mouth. Gideon felt the spirit’s bitter accusation and hatred. He knew instantly who it was. He saw the blood around Leon’s mouth where he must have hit himself, shaking, on the hard prison floor. He saw the skin bruised and welted as the fits racked the man’s body. Dead of a seizure which he still seemed caught in, Leon walked again. Leon who was dead because of him. 291

         ‘Forgive me,’ Gideon whispered. ‘Forgive me.’ But he knew he had no right to ask for forgiveness.

         The three ghosts encircled him, their faces clammy and grey like skin around a wound. The guests pulled back, watching. Silence filled the room.

         Leon’s ghost raised his finger and pointed at Gideon. He made no other movement, only held up that one damning outstretched finger.

         Gideon looked from the faces of the dead to the faces of the living. He saw his mother aghast, his father livid at his weak and stupid son who had brought this upon them. He saw Carlo and Raf and the gang off in a corner whispering. He saw Millie, realisation dawning on her face. On faces all around, his secret was coming to light. A secret so toxic that in an instant it made close allies into enemies and unknown threats. He could see this transformation occurring in real time and he looked away, unable to meet their eyes. There was no coming back from this, no pretending things were normal. Beyond the atrium glass, he saw the dry fountain with its stone mouths stopped and open, the trees looming darkly above. It seemed that this moment would never end, that they would all be stood like this forever: the ghost of Leon forever accusing, Gideon forever caught in what he could no longer deny, the guests forever witnessing his reckoning. 292
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            Ten Months Earlier

         

         Low light. Concrete sky. One of those London mornings where the sun never pierces the cloud. Lily swigs a coffee she’s in too much of a rush to taste and shouts, ‘Come on! Shoes on right now, Rosie! We are so late.’

         ‘I want to wear the Velcro ones,’ Rosie says from the hallway.

         ‘So wear them!’

         ‘Mama, I got those shoes the day we went to Oxford Circle.’

         ‘That’s right.’

         ‘They’re red.’

         ‘Yes! Put them on!’

         ‘Come on, sweetheart.’ Doug rises from the table to help Rosie. ‘Let’s hustle, please. Can’t milk a cow with your hands in your pockets.’

         ‘I’m not milking a cow.’

         ‘Shoes on.’

         Lily clears the breakfast stuff. Into the waste: blobs of yoghurt, smushed blueberries. Chunks of toast with small crescents bitten out of them, the distracted work of a little mouth.

         ‘I wish you could do the drop-off,’ she tells her husband. ‘I’m going to be so late.’ 296

         ‘Lil, I can’t. I’ve got the eight-thirty call.’

         ‘I know, I know.’

         ‘We agreed.’

         ‘You’re right.’

         ‘And me, Mama,’ Rosie says. ‘I was right too.’

         ‘Course you were.’

         ‘Mama?’

         ‘I’ll pick her up,’ says Doug. ‘Mama?’

         ‘What is it, sweetheart?’

         ‘Can we go to Chessington World of Adventures?’

         ‘No, darling. We have to go to school.’

         Rosie rolls her eyes. Sometimes her mother is the stupidest person in the world. ‘I don’t mean now. I mean a different time. Like tomorrow.’

         ‘We’ll talk about it, OK? First, school.’

         Rosie sighs. This life of toil. ‘Can I take my scooter?’

         ‘No, Rosie. Can we just go please?’

         ‘I’ll be super quick on it.’ A serious, reasoning squint on Rosie’s face, her expression for relaying important facts. ‘It’s actually much faster than walking.’ She purses her mouth, point made, and nods her head up and down.

         ‘All right. Come on.’ This little creature! Harassed and exhausted, Lil still has to pretend her heart isn’t exploding.

         She pours the remaining coffee into one of the reusable cups everyone uses at the office. (Her need for the drink is deep and true, an all-day affair.) In her haste, some spills on the counter. There isn’t time to clear it up. A grief counsellor 297from the police, who at this moment she’s never met, will do it later when there’s all the time in the world.

         *

         With painstaking precision, a nuclear physicist moving individual atoms, David makes micrometre adjustments to his hair. Yesterday Shelley at work smiled at him when he was photocopying the Waterhouse triplicates. She’s nice, Shelley. Good figure and that. Dresses classy. Bit older. Maybe that smile was you’re-the-office-junior sympathy, maybe not.

         ‘Hey! I need the loo!’ His little brother Eddie, furious on the other side of the door.

         ‘I wish I may, I wish I might.’

         ‘David!’

         ‘Hold it, it’s good for you.’

         ‘It’s serious!’

         ‘Just wait!’

         ‘I’m bursting!’

         ‘Wait!’ The ‘t’ stressed so hard it becomes another word.

         ‘Mum! David won’t let me use the loo!’

         ‘Mum! Eddie’s going to cry!’

         ‘No, I’m not!’

         ‘David,’ Elizabeth says. ‘Come out of there. Let your brother go.’

         ‘I’m in the middle of something!’ The physicist moves a single hair particle one way, moves it back the other way.

         ‘David’ – his dad now – ‘the whole family needs to use this toilet. You do this every morning! Come out of there right now.’ 298

         No way is a proper woman like Shelley going anywhere near him with this set-up. He unlocks the bathroom door and Eddie runs past, breathing sharp through his teeth. His mum and dad glare at David from the kitchen. Merciful Lord, this boy.

         ‘What?’ Another hard stress on the ‘t’.

         ‘You spend more time in that toilet than I do,’ says his sister, Kenzie.

         David takes the slice of toast which Elizabeth has buttered for Eddie. His mother is always babying that little brother of his. ‘Yeah well. Perfection can’t be rushed.’

         The whole family laughs.

         ‘Perfection!’ cries Kenzie. ‘With those ears!’

         ‘Good one,’ says Samuel.

         ‘Whatever,’ says David, secretly checking his ears in the microwave glass.

         Eddie comes back into the room fixing the clasp on his school trousers, breathing deeply to let everyone know how close and serious the toilet situation was. ‘What’s everyone laughing about?’

         ‘Don’t worry about it, piss pants.’ David’s little brother is twelve years younger and always missing the joke, trailing behind.

         ‘Hey,’ Eddie says, ‘that’s my toast.’

         David widens his eyes in mock shock, stuffs as much toast in his mouth as he can, and is gone. Eddie, accustomed as the youngest to small daily betrayals, can only watch.

         * 299

         ‘Will I see you later?’ Angie asks. She and Peter have been on her doorstep for the last ten minutes, taking their sweet time parting.

         ‘Do you want to?’ Peter nuzzles her neck and breathes deeply.

         ‘Obviously.’

         ‘Then let’s.’

         ‘Why do we ever do anything else?’

         ‘We barely do.’

         ‘It’d be easier if you just lived here.’

         ‘It would.’

         ‘You basically have squatter’s rights already.’

         ‘Uh.’

         ‘We could wake up in the same bed every day.’

         ‘It would save on transport.’

         ‘Good for the environment.’

         ‘That’s the only reason I’d do it.’

         ‘Naturally.’

         One last embrace and Peter pulls away. ‘All right. Got to go. Duty calls.’

         ‘Have a good day.’

         ‘I’ll tell you all about it in a few short hours.’

         ‘Can’t wait.’

         *

         The Porsche drives like a dream. Sure, there are bigger engines, flashier cars, but talk to a real motorhead and they’ll take a Porsche any day. It rides so smooth it puts Gideon completely at ease. He’d been worried when he left the remains of the 300party that morning, thinking as he put the key in the ignition that he’d forgotten how to do this, that it was as foreign to him as playing the fucking harp. On top of which he’d promised this guy a lift and he can’t bear the idea of stalling the car or sticking the gears with some bloke watching him. But it’s all come back and he’s driving slowly through the streets, perhaps too slowly, then speeding up a bit to compensate, and stopping at traffic lights and signalling before turns and everything one’s expected to do in these situations.

         He’d needed to leave. Too much powder and he got antsy just sitting there. The party was as good as over anyway. For hours, thin grey light had been poking through the blinds. His dealer had got onto a maudlin streak about his ghost best friend. ‘My ghost’, he kept saying. Gideon hated that phrase. Even when people were describing a terrifying haunting – My ghost is covered in blood – they said the words ‘my ghost’ with an odd note of caress. One last line for luck and he was out of there. Leon was going his way and in need of a lift so fuck it, why not.

         He doesn’t know this Leon well. Seemed OK over a mirror and a few grams, but in the car Gideon’s having second thoughts. The guy knows all about cars. Too much. Minute he saw the Porsche he was in raptures, going on about the engine, the revs, how this particular model was designed. Which at first was flattering; it was like when he complimented the car he was complimenting Gideon. Now it’s starting to grate. Telling Gideon things he didn’t know about his own car. When he only bought it because it looked good, and 301because he could. Maybe it’s the coke, but it’s getting to feel like this Leon’s having a dig. How can you, he seems to be saying, own a car like this? You don’t even know what it is.

         At a red light Gideon stops and waits for school children to cross. He hates seeing kids when he’s been on one. Adults are bad enough, sober and going about the working day. Kids are worse. They’re so disgustingly removed from it. And they seem to know what you’ve been up to. Their little eyes see everything. He fishes his sunglasses from the glove compartment, not wanting anyone to see his eyes. The lights change and he drives on, faster, keen to put as much distance as possible between him and those silent judging kids.

         *

         Jane is gearing up for her first class of the day when Sandra texts. An entirely ordinary set of messages about trying out that new Italian cafe a few streets away.

         
            the owners are from Puglia

            like all the best things

            
                

            

            what best things?

            
                

            

            me

            
                

            

            oh are you Italian?

            you never mentioned it

            
                

            

            ha ha

         

         It’s the last normal interaction between them. 302

         *

         Mornings like this in London, David feels he’s in a film of his life. A big-budget extravaganza about a kid from humble origins who makes it to the top. Going to work in a shiny office. Doing things. Watch! The main character, shoes polished, suited up. His dad made him this suit for his birthday, from the same sort of fabric he’d seen on a Gucci shoot in a magazine. Not the real thing maybe but respect to his dad, it looks good. He looks good. Like a film star. London during the morning office rush has a way of making you feel part of this huge dazzling production, one of the players, closing deals and manifesting mad money, even if you’re the office-junior-slash-copyboy. Step into the shop, mocha to go, ’cos you’re busy, you’re making moves.

         All around, the buzzing city. Drive and hunger coming off the other bodies pushing past. Some have small businesses and some are doing big deals and some are on their last warnings from bailiffs and some have girlfriends like Shelley in little black dresses. David lifts his head and straightens his back and pushes with them, shaking the last traces of adolescent slouch from his movements. The city is watching. The city is asking, Who are you? Who do you want to be? You want to be a loser, this is the place: the concrete is hard and unforgiving; you fall, people will keep walking. You want to be a winner, there are cathedrals of money, palaces of steel and glass; there are parts of this city where the houses look like wedding cakes and the streets are lined with supercars. You turn a corner and you’re in another world. One city, 303many worlds. But you all breathe the same air. Anything is possible.

         *

         Rosie had promised she’d be quicker with the scooter but she isn’t. The girl won’t stop dawdling. Every shop window she has to stop and look in. Lily, on the phone to another girl’s mum about Rosie going over to theirs after school today, keeps turning to gesticulate with her free hand and shoot furious looks. Come. On. The mum wants to know about allergies and dietary requirements and Lily is trying to explain that Rosie has no dietary requirements as such, she won’t die if she eats a peanut or something, so no, there’s nothing she can’t eat, just plenty of stuff she won’t eat, and if you even put these things on the table with the other stuff she’ll refuse everything. Specifically green things. Lettuce, spinach, broccoli. Also things that are recognisably animals. A whole chicken. Prawns. A leg of meat. Basically anything that looks like it might have once been a living thing is a no-no and—

         ‘Rosie, hurry up!’

         Rosie is peering in the window of a launderette.

         ‘Look, Mum. All the machines.’

         ‘Come away from there now.’

         Afterwards she’ll berate herself, for how she nagged and scolded up to the very end.

         The mum on the phone is saying what about chicken drumsticks and peas. Well, no (dear God, do people listen to anything?), that’s not going to work – here Lily sidesteps 304a parent with a buggy and this must be where she steps into the road and starts drifting across it, she will never be able to explain exactly why she does this – it’s not going to work because a drumstick looks like a leg, and peas are green. You’ll be fighting a losing battle. ‘Nuggets and chips?’ says the mum, and Lily, though she’d rather the mum doesn’t just feed her child crap, and had been hoping for a more imaginative response to the brief, doesn’t have the time or inclination to finesse this, so all right, nuggets and chips.

         She ends the call and realises she’s crossed the road without knowing it. Rosie is still looking in the window of the launderette, pointing at the different machines, doing a full audit by the looks of it. Who would get so excited about washing machines? This endlessly curious child.

         *

         Foot down feels good. Way this thing shifts through the gears. Way the power pulls you forward. The Porsche’s horses, man. Leaves the soul two feet behind the body … This is it. This is it. Windows down. Gunning through the gears. Blowing off the cobwebs. This is fixing him. Crazy to think he was worried about driving home. Him! There’s nothing to be afraid of – he’s fine. Better like this actually, moving fast, not creeping along with the clammy sweats, second-guessing other drivers, chewing the sides of his mouth to pieces at red lights. Don’t overthink it. Don’t let them see the whites of your eyes.

         ‘Damn,’ says Leon. ‘This thing can really go.’

         Too right. Fuck the lectures on revs and what someone 305can read in a book – this is why Gideon has the Porsche, not Leon: he has the balls to drive it how it’s meant to be driven. This is what the Leons of this world never understand.

         *

         David passes a pair of police officers, avoiding eye contact. The sight of the cops gives him a little jolt, reminding him how other films of his life could play out. One wrong turn and you’re through the looking glass. He senses they’re checking out his suit, his walk. They hate to see a young black man get money. When he gets that slick German car (soon, soon) they’ll be all over him, guaranteed. Untold stops and searches. He moves ahead with the fixed look of someone who must not be distracted, but feeling shy inside, a small boy trying to duck trouble though he’s done nothing wrong.

         *

         ‘Rosie, for Christ’s sake! Get over here!’ All her life Lil will ask herself why she didn’t go back for Rosie, why she stood on the far side and made her child come to her.

         Rosie’s head whips round at her mother’s voice of special fury.

         ‘OK, Mum. I’m coming.’

         She turns her scooter round and steers carefully to where the kerb lowers onto the road outside a cafe. She nearly bumps into a woman coming out of the shop. ‘Watch out now,’ the lady says with an Italian accent, giving Rosie a smile. Rosie looks at the lady but says nothing. Adults are often saying things like this to her. She doesn’t feel the need to answer them. And Sandra, looking at the child, wishes 306Jane was here. She’s so much better at talking to children, putting them at ease.

         Breathing hard with concentration, Rosie pushes off as fast as she can towards her mother. A small purse in the shape of a frog falls from her pocket onto the road. Sandra shouts after her, ‘Hey! You dropped something!’ Rosie stops in the middle of the road and looks back.

         *

         ‘Whoa,’ Leon shouts. ‘You want to slow down?’ His hands grip the dashboard. Fear in his eyes. ‘Stop, man. Stop!’

         Later, in the court retelling, it will be Gideon begging Leon to stop, fearful for his life. But now Gideon presses the pedal further. You want to tell me how to drive too? You think you can tell me?

         *

         David turns onto Fairfax Street. Further along a stressed mum is shouting at her kid to hurry up. He hears the car before he sees it – the throaty power thrum of the engine, proper engine on that, you can tell – and he looks up. Porsche, nice car, he has time to think, like a car from a film, nice car but going way too fast – everyone will agree on that later – and he sees the little girl on the scooter in the road and starts running towards her, maybe he’s shouting get out the way, stop, he doesn’t know, the blood is so loud in his ears and he doesn’t have time to know what he’s doing, let’s say he’s shouting, it makes no difference, the Porsche is there so soon and there’s no way at that speed the driver is going to stop in time, it’s a blur, and the girl is hit and goes up and 307over and her scooter goes under and David is still following the arc of the girl when he realises the car has swerved on impact and is moving at great unstoppable split-second speed straight into him – stop! stop! – he puts up a hand as if that will do anything, a small boy trying to duck trouble – then the crushing metal is on him, speechless, incredible – and the film of life bursts. 308
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            1

         

         In the reception at Shepherd’s Bush Police Station a gang of dead bikers sprawled across the bolted chairs in full leathers, burning skulls patched on their chests. Another unaffiliated ghost urinated by the payphone while a third, with a knife sticking out of his head, stood patiently in line. (Surely only English ghosts would join a queue.) The queue of living and dead went out the door. People demanding this or that ghost be arrested for indecency, for making them feel stuff, for drinking the petrol out of their cars, apparently, and much else besides. Confused pensioners complaining something was wrong with their wives – they wouldn’t eat, they wouldn’t talk. Women saying their partners had beaten them; the stress of the season, the partner was claiming – who knew what their excuse was the rest of the year. Some people were looking for their dead, describing their characteristics, to which the solitary desk sergeant could only issue a report, little more than a receipt, for them to take uselessly away. Others hoped for news about missing people, if they’d been seen dead. The exhausted sergeant pretended to make notes and told them someone would be in touch. As if the police had the organisation or manpower for that.

         Amongst the officers at the station, this sergeant was 312known as ‘the bear’. He was a giant of a man while everything around him was regular-sized. This basic conflict of scale (which seemed to add to his exhaustion) had earned him the nickname. With huge, cautious fingers he typed on his tiny keyboard, looking like a bear at a toy piano, forced to perform these silly human tasks for the amusement of others.

         ‘Next!’ he shouted.

         ‘Hi,’ said a small voice.

         The bear saw the top of a small head and a pair of eyes. ‘Step back a bit, son.’

         A little boy came into view.

         ‘I’d like to report a murderer,’ he said.

         
            *

         

         The mystery ghost had pointed his hundred-tonne finger at one man and that man’s name was Gideon Carter. This was the dead’s message for Eddie. Gideon Carter had killed his brother and the little girl – and blamed it on Leon Masters, the mystery ghost. He’d heard partygoers saying Leon had recently died in prison. Eddie suspected Leon had come back to him because of the letter he’d sent after the crash.

         
            Dear Mr Masters, I am writting about my brother David who is dead. 1. I am very hurt. 2. And sad. I do not think you wanted to kill my brother I think it was an accidunt and now you are in prison so that is not nice for you either. Is it true about the worms in the food? If you ever get out maybe we could go McDonalds or another restaurunt without worms. I am free after school most days except Wensdays when I have swimming. From Eddie (David’s brother). 313

         

         Mentioning anything about this to his dad seemed risky. The man looked like the wrong word might crack him in two. Eddie imagined showing him the city of the dead where he had found David. Except his dad didn’t want to see David, it would only hurt him more. He imagined his hollow face saying, ‘Why did you show me this?’

         Who could he tell? Kenzie would say he was lying. Auntie Gloria wouldn’t understand or she’d say, ‘Yes, dear, maybe.’ He told Victor and Tommy; they believed him. But they were just kids like him, powerless. Victor, chin cupped in thought, announced there was only one thing for it: go to the police.

         Now Eddie stood in front of the giant desk sergeant ready to crack the case like Maguire Confidential. Lock this bozo up, boys.

         ‘I’d like to report a murderer.’

         The sergeant’s eyes narrowed. ‘Let me stop you there, son. Is this a ghost issue?’

         ‘It’s about ghosts.’

         ‘We don’t deal with ghosts.’

         ‘But it’s what the ghost is pointing to. A person.’

         ‘The presence of a ghost is not probable cause.’

         ‘Oh.’ Eddie did not understand.

         ‘You can’t know why a ghost hangs around a spot or a person. They do all kinds of mad things. They’re not a trusted source.’

         ‘Trusted sauce?’

         ‘It’s not evidence of a crime.’ 314

         Maguire Confidential’s chief was always shouting at him about evidence. Dammit, Maguire, you got nothing, I’m pullin’ you off the case.

         The huge sergeant furrowed his brow. ‘Do you know how many reports about ghosts we’ve had this month, son? Do you have any idea how busy we are? Leave it alone, whatever it is. It’ll be over soon.’

         That was the problem. Soon the ghosts would be gone and no one would believe him. No one noticed him or listened to what he said. The only adult who paid him any attention was Leon Masters’ ghost. He continued to appear to him, as if to say, ‘Now that you know, what are you going to do about it?’

         Miss Turner was pleased when Eddie came to her but she had all sorts of questions. What was this problem? Did it involve another child? An adult? Someone Eddie knew? He found he could not say. If he told her it was about David’s death she’d say he should go to the police and he’d be back where he started. If he told her it involved ghosts she’d stop taking it seriously, like the sergeant had. So he only shook his head.

         Was it to do with touching or hitting? Had someone hurt him? No, nothing like that. Was it something for the police? No.

         ‘If you’re troubled about something, Eddie, you must tell me before I can help you.’

         ‘It’s a secret.’

         Miss Turner’s face changed. ‘You feel you can’t tell anyone.’

         Eddie nodded. 315

         ‘Would your parents want to know this secret?’

         ‘No.’ They’d hardly survived the first court case. They were hardly surviving now. This would bring it all back up.

         Miss Turner nodded. ‘Will anyone else be hurt by this person, or this secret, if you don’t tell?’

         Eddie shook his head. What was done was done.

         ‘I understand,’ Miss Turner said. ‘I do. Sometimes we have quiet secrets which hurt to hold but they’re better if no one else knows. You know what the Chinese do? They find a hole in a tree or dig one in the ground and they whisper their secret into the hole and leave it there.’

         ‘Does that work, burying it?’

         ‘It helps, I think.’ Miss Turner hesitated like she might contradict herself. ‘Yes. I think it does.’

         He no longer had a spade and was through digging holes, but his local park might have a suitable tree. Miss Turner was smart. He was only a kid, he didn’t want to ruin anything. He would bury the secret and not think about it again. Find a tree with a hole in the side and say, ‘Gideon Carter killed my brother.’

         
            *

         

         In the park, twenty or thirty people were gathered around a scruffy man in an anorak. ‘Tell me this,’ the man was saying. ‘Tell me why they’re coming back.’ He clutched a plastic supermarket bag, like he’d been shopping when he suddenly decided things had to be said. In front, a sign said AND GOD COMMANDED ALL MEN EVERYWHERE TO REPENT. 316

         ‘Those educated types on TV talk like they’ve got the answer, but they don’t know. Something isn’t right. You feel it, I feel it.’ The man scanned the faces of his audience. ‘And we know, deep down, it’s to be expected. We’ve brought this on ourselves. All this sin! It’s no wonder the dead walk the earth.’

         Eddie didn’t understand everything the man was saying, but he got the ‘sin’ part.

         ‘God is showing his will in a more direct way now,’ the man went on. ‘The threat of ghosts was meant to keep us faithful to Christian values, but we lost touch. The ghosts have come to remind us of our obligation, to show us how we’ve gone wrong …’

         There was more speaking about God and Eddie grew bored. He was drifting off to look for trees when the speaker said, ‘God sent them to punish us, to show us who’s boss. People are getting away with murder.’

         Eddie stopped.

         ‘There is an accepted order of things. A natural order. It must be put right. Repentance is the key! I’m clean. I’ve repented. Have you? Get your sins in order! Make your peace! Repent before it’s too late! Luke 15:10, “There is joy before the angels of God over one sinner who repents.” And if these sinners will not repent, repentance must be brought to them. For the sins of others drag us all into sin.’

         It must be brought to them, Eddie thought.

         ‘The Repenter switchboards are open. They are taking names and details. Call them. The operators will do the rest.’ 317

         Eddie went home, the tree forgotten. He tiptoed down the corridor to the hallway phone.

         ‘Do you wish to repent?’ asked an automated response. ‘Answer YES or NO.’

         ‘Er, no,’ he whispered. He thought of all the people providing names, the calls flooding in.

         ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t catch that. Do you wish to repent? Answer YES or NO.’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Are you calling on behalf of someone who wishes to repent?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Are you calling on behalf of someone who needs to repent?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Thank you. Connecting you now.’

         Once the secret was whispered you covered the hole and left the secret there.
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         ‘What’s that, darling?’ Jane said, the smile fixed on her face. ‘Your business trip has been cut short? … Yes, can’t wait … Love you too.’

         Why must things keep happening? Jane’s dead mother had returned (again) so Jane was rehiring her husband in the phrasing they’d agreed.

         Mother dragged everything back to the surface. Following her everywhere with that sceptical, miserable expression. You’re buying those beans? Other brand too expensive, is it? Why don’t you become a doctor? That’s a proper job. These intrusions, imagined or otherwise, felt greater for the time Jane had had without them.

         ‘It’s one more week,’ Michael told her. ‘You grin, you bear it.’

         She could have said the same about him. Her part-time husband, also returned, with his strange grunts, the particular smell he gave off when sleeping, his maddening ways around the house.

         Tensions with Mother came to a head one day in class. Reading Romeo and Juliet with the Year 5s, she found her thoughts wandering to insane appeasements. Maybe next year she could rent a baby. She’d say she adopted. No, Mother 319would be sniffy about adoption, she’d see it as some sort of female failure that Jane hadn’t torn herself open. Well, she still had time to get pregnant herself …

         What was she saying? Was she going to spend her life trying to please a dead woman? One scheme justifying another; one lie leading to the next. Suddenly she could take no more.

         ‘Have I upset you, Mother?’ she asked aloud in front of the stunned children. ‘Have I? Why can’t you leave me alone?’

         Some of the boys tried not to break into smiles. Jane ignored them. She was looking at her mother’s face, which seemed to quiver and shake at the force of her words.

         ‘Do you have nothing better to do than ruin your daughter’s life?’

         The ghost wavered. Jane, sensing victory, shouted, ‘You don’t control me, Mother!’

         The children watched. (Children could be so ruthless the way they looked at you, into you. It was impossible to tell how much they knew; sometimes it seemed like nothing, sometimes like everything in the world.) A few giggled nervously. One little girl began to whimper. But Jane could not stop; it felt so good to finally say this.

         ‘Be gone!’

         The ghost looked sad and uncertain but did not go. The girl began to cry. The naughtier boys shouted things. Victor Manyika told Jane’s mother to ‘eff off’.

         ‘Victor! We don’t swear.’

         Jane looked at the febrile classroom. The wild, hooting, weeping kids. In her attempts to take control she had totally 320lost control. And her mother’s ghost was still there. Looking, if anything, even more disapproving than usual.

         Home again, defeat trailing her like a black cloud, to find Michael had cooked. Like it was his house. Like they were actual husband and wife. Which was the service she’d paid for – the accurate pretence of these things – but tonight the presumption angered her. His presence angered her. All these shadows she was under.

         ‘And Mother?’ she asked.

         ‘Other room.’

         ‘Fantastic. A full house.’

         ‘Uh?’

         Him with his face, watching her. She wanted to crawl into a hole and disappear, for no one to look at her for a thousand years.

         ‘Never mind.’

         His head tilted quizzically, another infuriating gesture. She’d say the simplest sentence and he’d look at her like she was uttering impenetrable mysteries.

         ‘There’s food if you’re hungry,’ he said.

         ‘I’m not hungry.’ She noticed he’d used the gravy jug which was for display purposes only. Why did she have a display gravy jug? It was her mother’s, passed down to her, which she’d accepted the insane logic of without question. Once again, it was a case of ‘what would Mother want?’

         After a long pause, Michael said, ‘Excuse me to say this? I have been thinking.’

         ‘Could we not do this now?’ She was so tired of the rules 321and the how-to guides – ‘Londoners, stop making these three ghost mistakes’ – people’s endless advice concerning the lives of others.

         ‘I know, you are sad, another bad day for Jane. If you will permit me—’

         ‘I will not permit you.’

         ‘I wonder if perhaps you tell your mother this secret. If you are honest, it is not so bad, I think.’

         ‘Keep your voice down,’ Jane hissed.

         ‘Tell her who you are.’

         Jane slammed the kitchen table. ‘Enough! I think, Michael, this has been a, uh, very interesting experiment, but we should end this.’

         Michael laughed. ‘I am only saying.’

         ‘It’s not your place to say. Go, please. Now. I want you gone.’

         ‘Fine.’ He left the room and she heard him crashing about in the bedroom. When he reappeared in the doorway, sports bag in hand, she saw the pale, concerned form of her mother behind him.

         ‘You are hiding,’ he said. ‘You are not being honest.’

         ‘What do you know about honesty?’ Jane shouted, incandescent with rage. What would the neighbours think? Something fairly near the mark, probably. ‘You spend your life being someone else.’

         ‘Still less fake than you.’

         He was right and Jane hated him for it. ‘Why are you still here? I told you to go!’ 322

         He headed for the door. Pulled by the strength of the argument, Jane followed. The ghost watched from the far end of the hall.

         ‘Just tell her,’ he said.

         ‘That’s none of your business.’

         ‘If she has a problem, screw it, she’s dead anyway!’

         ‘Don’t talk about my mother like that. Don’t you dare.’

         ‘You’re crazy. You bend your whole life for this woman, you hate it, and you won’t let anyone say a bad thing about her.’

         ‘That’s right! Because she’s my mother, OK? I get to have more than one feeling about her.’

         ‘I don’t know why you hired me.’

         ‘Neither do I. But I’m un-hiring you. Your contract is over. Consider this an annulment, effective immediately!’

         ‘Don’t worry,’ Michael said. ‘I’m gone.’

         The door slammed behind him. Remembering the ghost, Jane composed herself. ‘Sorry you had to witness that, Mother,’ she told the spirit. ‘We’re going through a rough patch. You know, work pressures. That sort of thing.’

         
            *

         

         She was cracking up. On their own initiative, the children drew her ‘Get well soon’ cards. In lessons, even the regular troublemakers were hushed and sweet. ‘See a therapist,’ Angie advised. But Jane didn’t want anyone peering into her character. She couldn’t bear more reality than she was already getting. Instead, she looked up spiritual advisers and mystics in the local area. Superstition winning out every time. 323

         One name kept appearing: Madame Juvier, psychic and spiritual consultant. A picture of a brooding woman with dark eyes and a severe fringe. Jane saw herself having thoughtful chats with this woman. ‘I think your path has been essentially the right one,’ she’d tell Jane. ‘You’re not a pushover for doing what your mother wants. You’ve chosen the least emotionally expensive option for yourself, which is the opposite of a pushover, actually. It just so happens it’s what you think your mother wants as well.’ ‘Thank you,’ Jane would say. ‘Exactly.’ There would be no talk of honesty or the ghosts of previous relationships being the real problem. Sandra and their love affair would remain squarely in the past.

         When she thought of Sandra now, she found herself muddling cause and effect. Of course she’d left if Jane was this anxious and distrustful. Jane had to remind herself she never used to be like this: Sandra’s leaving had made it so. She realised she’d loved Sandra more than she knew. Whatever happened to that woman had set her whole life askew.

         In person, Madame Juvier was less comforting. Twenty years older than her photo and smelling oddly of bleach, she had little interest in Jane’s problems. ‘The fee is a hundred,’ she croaked, though it had said fifty on the website. Payment taken, she sat back and said in a cursory tone, ‘You’re running from someone or something, but it’s found you.’

         Jane leaned forward sceptically. ‘That’s true. It’s my mother. I rented this husband and I don’t think—’

         A sigh from Madame Juvier cut her off. The psychic removed her wig to reveal a head bald as a billiard ball. ‘You 324don’t mind, do you?’ she asked. ‘It gets so hot. I wear it for the ones who want the psychic stuff. And you don’t need a psychic to tell you what to do.’

         ‘I don’t?’ Jane wasn’t sure if she was honoured or offended by the wig removal. If it was a shared intimacy or blithe disregard.

         ‘I know your problem. I get lots of women dealing with their mothers, and dealing with the terrible husbands they rented trying to deal with their mothers. Those and murderers are my big earners.’

         ‘What do you tell the murderers?’

         ‘They’re a neurotic bunch. Can’t get enough of the threats. They say, “Are the dead close?” I say, “Closer than your jugular vein.” They look horrified, then they’re back the next week.’

         ‘Gosh.’

         ‘Mostly though, I tell them what I’m going to tell you: you must face your ghost. They don’t like that much, the murderers.’

         Jane shifted uncomfortably on her chair, picturing the murderers who’d sat on it. ‘What do you mean, face my ghost?’

         ‘You have to come clean.’

         Jane shook her head. ‘That might generally be a good policy – tell the truth, come clean – but you don’t know my mother. What’s good advice for one person can be bad advice for another.’

         ‘Maybe you don’t know your mother as well as you think.’ 325

         ‘I can’t take the risk. It’s not a measured conversation we’re talking about. There’s no reasoning. It’s a witnessing. A judgement.’

         ‘Face her.’

         ‘I’m not up to it.’ Jane pictured her mother’s blank grey face. ‘It’s not … natural.’

         ‘Don’t give me that,’ Madame Juvier said bluntly. ‘It’s the same as it ever was. You know full well the mind can be a hateful conjuring thing. It can make a haunting whether the dead are stood in front of you or not.’ She paused and gave Jane a strange look. ‘Also, as we’re talking, I see death – new death – in your future. Before the month is out.’

         ‘My death?’ Jane remembered the suicide she’d glimpsed in the ghost’s grip. She’d forgotten about it, let it slide. She felt a flash of fear.

         ‘That I couldn’t say. But there is a mark of death upon y—’

         A frantic knocking at the door interrupted her. ‘Madame Juvier!’ came a man’s voice. ‘I need to speak to you. It’s a matter of life and death! Are you there?’

         The psychic got up with a sigh, refixed her wig and opened the door on the latch. Through the gap, Jane saw a young man in a suit, his face drawn and desperate.

         ‘It’s me, Gideon. I came before? I need your help.’

         ‘I’m with a client.’

         Gideon peered in at Jane, sitting with hands clasped. ‘OK, but can I just tell you my problem?’

         ‘This is a very busy time.’

         ‘Please! I’m losing my mind.’ 326

         ‘I’m fully booked this week.’

         ‘But, Madame Juvier—’

         ‘Face the dead, that’s all I have to tell you. You will get what you deserve.’ She shut the door and said to Jane, ‘That’s one of them.’

         ‘One of who?’

         ‘The murderers. Very neurotic.’

         
            *

         

         Home to a lifeless, Michael-less flat. Home to her dead mother whom she could not bring herself to confront. Jane the drowned woman. The failed hexer. The struggling teacher. The fake ex-wife. And now with the mark of death upon her to boot. She felt pretty down about things, sitting under this cloud. Imperceptibly, without realising it, she’d made all the visions and prophecies of death about herself.

         She ate a lonely, excessively healthy dinner under the ghost’s watchful gaze, then did the dishes pretending she enjoyed it. How mad that she couldn’t even be honest about this! When even her mother, Mrs Domestic herself, had hated the chore. After their father’s death she’d practically stopped cooking and cleaning altogether. ‘Now it’s time for me!’ she’d say, as if he’d been holding her back. But she’d only sat around and complained more sourly than before. If their father had held her back from anything, it was the worst parts of herself.

         Jane-with-the-mark-of-death-upon-her opened the fridge door and hid behind it to pour a large glass of wine, which she downed in one. She poured another as if it were her first, closed the fridge, and went to the bedroom to call her sister. 327

         ‘What an idiot I’ve been,’ she told Angie in an angry whisper.

         ‘Which particular idiocy are we talking about? Help me narrow it down.’ Loud crunching on the line, like Angie was eating a bag of raw carrots. Jane wondered if her sister was acting slightly abrupt with her.

         ‘Renting a husband. Bending over backwards for Mother.’

         ‘You’ve definitely made life hard for yourself,’ Angie agreed.

         ‘Michael was a disaster.’

         ‘A total disaster.’

         ‘You’re just saying that to make me feel better.’

         ‘No, I mean it. How was the psychic?’

         ‘She was a mean, harsh woman and I will not be going back.’

         ‘Uh-huh.’

         ‘I’ve wasted so much time, Busy. I’ve made myself so small. I take up almost no space.’

         ‘It’s got worse too. You’ve really made yourself a victim this year.’

         ‘And I’m not a victim! Not at all!’

         ‘You know the craziest part?’ Angie said through a mouthful of carrot. ‘Your secret was never a secret.’

         Jane’s blood ran cold. ‘What?’ It wasn’t her imagination: Angie was definitely speaking more bluntly than usual.

         ‘It was always obvious. That intense love-affair-friendship you had with what’s-her-name, Hannah Crane.’

         ‘Suzanna Crane, but that wasn’t—’ 328

         ‘You’d come out of the girls’ changing room bright red. This is from the age of nine, ten. And all the arguments about hair.’ Another crunch. ‘I’m not saying tell her if you don’t want to, just it might be more anticipated than you think. Might be why she’s coming back. You ever consider that? That she wants to see you be yourself … That’s why they return, I think. To show us things about ourselves.’

         ‘Mother didn’t want me to be myself. She never approved of anything I did. My career? She’d just say, “Do you need money?”’

         ‘She asked if you needed money because she cared and wanted to help however she could—’

         ‘Oh come on.’

         ‘—not because she didn’t think you’d done well enough.’

         ‘We remember it differently.’ Was her sister right? Was being Jane what her mother had wanted from Jane all along? Tell her, the world screamed, yet still she couldn’t.

         ‘Harry has shown me so much about myself,’ Angie said. ‘It took him coming back to realise how unhappy I was with Peter. I followed that instinct and now Harry and I are getting married.’

         ‘You’re what?’

         ‘Well, we’re hoping to. It’s not easy finding a celebrant last minute.’

         ‘Wait. How does that even work?’

         ‘It’s quite common these days.’

         ‘But …’ Jane had so many questions. ‘It can’t be licensed, surely. How can they establish both parties’ consent?’ 329

         ‘Janey, you’re being too literal. It’s not a real marriage. It’s just a romantic thing people do before their ghosts leave for the year. You get a celebrant, you make vows.’

         ‘I don’t think this is a good idea.’

         ‘Really?’ Angie’s tone sharpened. ‘You’re going to lecture me? You rented a husband.’

         ‘That was different. That wasn’t an actual commitment.’

         ‘You know, for a minute I thought we were talking on the level, but it’s the same as ever.’

         ‘We weren’t talking on the level. You were telling me what to do.’

         ‘I know what this is. You’re jealous. You’ve always been jealous.’

         ‘That is not it.’

         ‘You can’t be happy, because you can’t admit even the most basic truths, so you don’t want to see me happy.’

         ‘Angie—’

         ‘And by the way, sis, I have my suspicions about where Peter got that hex kit.’

         ‘Angie—’

         ‘Which is basically like trying to murder my husband, now.’

         ‘Can we be reasonable a minute?’

         ‘You know what? I was going to invite you to the wedding, but I don’t want you there.’

         ‘Angie,’ Jane said, but the line had gone dead. 330

         
            [image: ]

         

      
   


   
      
         331
            3

         

         Quiet chaos of a central London hospital at dusk. Weak bodies in pale green robes shuffling out to smoke against doctor’s orders. Torn armchairs, broken vending machines, a snaking queue for the solitary death-stare receptionist. Wraith-like figures packed in serried ranks, waiting to be told things about themselves they can’t bear to hear. Passing silently through this scene: a tall figure in a Noh mask, looking for Gideon Carter’s room.

         What was left of the man lay rigged up on a bed, a bandaged form in roughly human shape. Wires connected invisible organs to monitors that beeped repetitively in persistent minor warnings. Tubes ran into and out of the bandages, one for fluid, one for waste. Despite overtones of sanitiser, the smell in the room was raw and fundamental; it could not be reasoned with one bit. The form’s splinted arms were kept raised by wires bolted into the ceiling, its face covered with gauze except for a thin slit at the mouth and little holes for the eyes and nostrils. The faces of patient and visitor had an eerie similarity: blank white bandages, blank white mask.

         
            *

         

         The days leading up to the beating were a blur for Gideon. He saw no help, no way out. The news spoke endlessly of 332suicides, people ending it with bottles of poison. He sat in the Holland Park mansion, surrounded by staff and doubles yet utterly alone, distracted and oppressed by the death-tinged glimmer of all things.

         Three dead followed him now. Three corpses on his chest, stopping him breathing. Confess, their faces said. You want forgiveness, this is the price.

         ‘I can’t,’ he told them. He’d begun talking openly to his ghosts. He no longer told them they weren’t real. It seemed less insane to deal with his demons on their level than waving a pathetic white flag of reality at their onslaughts. ‘I’m sorry, I can’t.’

         He wasn’t cut out for confession. All he had to do was imagine prison: the awful institutional smell; the state-appointed barber; the cramped cells and leaking showers; the difficulties that he, a beautiful man, might encounter in that environment. No, he couldn’t do it.

         The ghosts fixed him with their unwavering eyes. Then they would come back, their expressions said. Every year until he died or cracked.

         Once upon a time his bedroom tête-à-têtes were with his girlfriend rather than three dead people who hated his guts. But Millie was no longer returning his calls. (The one time he’d got through to her, on another phone, she faked bad reception, making snowstorm sounds with her mouth.) She was probably at The Ritz with his good-looking French double. These imposters had already taken his suits and his club, why not his girlfriend too? They’d taken everything 333in his life except the fear and guilt and haunting that he’d paid them to take.

         The month sprawled ahead of him, seemingly without end. Hard to believe this was the cocksure playboy who did seventy in a thirty zone and to hell with anyone else. It was like some ersatz double had replaced him. He couldn’t even look at himself in a mirror. The state of things when he, of all people, had lost interest in his reflection. He couldn’t focus, couldn’t leave the house. His hands shook so badly he had to get the staff to light his cigarettes. Couldn’t take coke anymore, couldn’t drink; it only accentuated the despair and anxiety. A bleak moment, a real stop-and-pause moment, when you were too damaged to damage yourself further.

         Somewhere in this horrid knot of days he decided to visit his grandmother. She wouldn’t ask why he looked afraid. The old woman was in her usual spot in the armchair, wrapped in too many rugs for the weather, the hideous cat on her lap. His heart leapt to see her, but when he went to hug her she recoiled.

         ‘Granny? What’s the matter? No kiss for your young prince? Come on, tell me, how are things?’

         He wanted to feel safe in small talk. But the old woman looked at him in terror. The switch must have flicked, he thought: Granny was in one of her states. Then he saw his three ghostly judges behind him, awaiting his confession.

         ‘Ignore them, Granny. It’s me, Gideon. Charles’s son.’

         ‘I know who you are.’ The old woman spoke in a clear, scornful voice that unnerved him. ‘I know exactly who you are.’ 334

         ‘Do you want me to rub your neck?’ he stammered.

         ‘I wouldn’t let you touch me for anything in the world,’ the old woman hissed.

         He saw that she knew his secret. She stared at him with such ferocity he was sure she would denounce him any minute. Killer! Murderer! This is the end for you!

         He fled before she got the chance. Even his grandmother was lost to him, repulsed by the awful, shameful things he’d done, by what he now refused to do.

         
            *

         

         It was his father who had suggested putting the blame on Leon. Gideon had been all for trying to explain things. It wasn’t like he’d aimed for those people. He hadn’t gone looking for someone to run over. He’d say sorry. His father was having none of it. Why did everyone feel the need to spill their guts these days? You never apologised. And never explained unless caught red-handed. If and when the time came, you let the lawyers talk. Gideon was taking this badly merely because he’d caused it, which was stupid and illogical. Tragedies happened, life went on. Leon had less to lose so he should take the blame. They’d pay off his family; any pushback, they’d lawyer up and crush them. What choice did Gideon have? He could hardly tell the old man – standing there in clothes his father had paid for, in the house he’d paid for, with the car he’d paid for smeared with two deaths – that he, Gideon, who’d paid for nothing his entire life, had decided what was best.

         Predictably, Leon did not love the idea. Told them to go 335jump. But Mother Masters was at death’s door, she needed medicine not available on poxy public healthcare, and in the end Leon was persuaded. To be the first Gideon double, in a sense.

         Meanwhile, Gideon set about persuading himself he hadn’t done anything wrong. He told himself this version so many times it took on the weight of fact. If he felt guilt, if he couldn’t sleep at night, that was the trauma talking. But he could never entirely bury the truth. At random moments he would find it on the tip of his tongue: he had done this thing, not Leon. Often he was tempted to blurt the secret out, as if he wanted to be caught. But he couldn’t trust his friends or Millie to hold it the exact way he needed them to hold it. He imagined phoning 999, admitting to the crime. The subsequent arrest. Hands cuffed, suit rumpled, bulbs flashing as the paparazzi pursued him (of course they’d be desperate for a picture). He imagined saying sorry to the families. Trying to show he was decent, that he cared. He couldn’t face imagining their grief or recriminations (or the subsequent, inevitable return to the police scenario) so he imagined the families thanking him for his honesty. Them thanking him! What was honesty in the face of his crime?

         He deserved everything coming to him. Which was: four or five tank-like guys grabbing his Savile Row-suited form slipping out the gate one afternoon. The beating lasted all of a minute, but the damage was tremendous. A ruptured spleen, broken jaw, broken ribs, multiple broken everything. ‘Life-changing,’ the papers said, except— 336

         They’d attacked the wrong Gideon. One of his poor doubles.

         More blood on his hands. More punishment he’d put on someone else because he was too scared to face it. Where would it end? He ran, he hid, he made offerings and begged forgiveness, to no avail. The dead remained – and now the living were after him too. Some relative of Leon had dobbed him in, or one of the appalled guests from the ball. Terrified, he had his security lie to police about the beaten man’s identity. If his would-be attackers thought they’d succeeded he might be safe, for a while at least.

         He couldn’t stop thinking about the double who’d nearly died. The amount of blood they’d mopped off the pavement. It could have been him. It should have been him.

         I have to see him, he thought.

         Now he stood at the hospital bed, in a Noh mask to avoid detection. ‘Hello,’ he said softly. ‘Hi there.’

         Silence.

         ‘I wanted to see … how you were getting on?’

         Rasping breath came through the holes in the bandages.

         ‘I’m sorry. That was a stupid question.’ He could hardly look at the man: the splints, the tubes. His eye fell on a series of framed photographs beside the bed, placed by some grieving wife or mother. One photograph was of a choir. He recognised a face in the first row as the man he’d found singing one night.

         ‘Hello?’ said a faint voice from inside the gauze.

         ‘Yes. I’m here.’ 337

         ‘Please, mister,’ he said in his thick Slavic accent. ‘I am calling so long but they do not come … Can you turn off the main light? It hurts my eyes.’

         ‘Right. Of course.’ Gideon’s hands shook as he complied. An innocent man lay in that bed with life-changing injuries – he hated that phrase yet could not resist it, could not stop imagining what it meant for an injury to change your life. He wanted the people who’d done this arrested, prosecuted to the full extent of the law. Though if the law should apply to them, why not to him?

         ‘Thank you, mister,’ said the bandaged man. ‘I appreciate it.’

         ‘Oh, don’t thank me. Really.’ Please don’t thank him. He would completely fall apart.

         ‘What is your name?’

         ‘My name?’ Gideon blanched. ‘I’m … nobody. Nobody at all.’

         ‘Do I know you?’ The bandaged man tried to turn his head to see Gideon but was unable.

         ‘No. I heard what happened and I wanted to say sorry, that’s all.’

         ‘That is a beautiful thing. To hear what happens to a stranger and visit them. Yes, a very beautiful thing.’

         Gideon was physically shaking when he left the hospital. As if some invisible pair of hands held his shoulders in a juddering grip.

         He returned to Holland Park and gathered the remaining doubles. He had something to say. Their contracts were over. They needn’t worry, they’d be paid in full. He just had 338one final job for them. At his instructions they carried all his possessions – his gadgets, fancy watches, aftershaves, his skiing gear, sailing gear, riding gear, hunting gear, his designer labels and tuxedos, his freshly ironed shirts, his brogues, loafers, deck shoes – out of the house and dumped them on the pavement outside the gates, at the spot the man had taken the beating meant for him. It wasn’t, nor could it ever be, equivalent – he saw that now. There was no exchange value between pain and things. But he was driven to do something, to shed himself of the life he had.

         ‘Take what you want,’ he told the doubles. ‘I don’t need any of it. That works at a depth of 200 metres … Those are hand-made … That comes with a lifetime guarantee, whatever that means these days …’ Worried he was talking too much, not wanting to appear desperate in front of these men who remained for the time being his employees, he added, ‘If you want, whatever.’

         ‘Anyone!’ he cried, addressing the wider street. ‘I’m giving it all away.’ He’d expected a rush but people mostly hurried by like he was mad. A few stopped and handled the items distrustfully. No trick, he told them. Whatever they wanted was theirs. If they had any idea how much that cost they would puke.

         Carter senior would be furious. This fantastically expensive stuff! But what had any of it ever been worth? He would have given it all up for one kind word from his father.

         The guards and doubles watched, stunned. This was not the Gideon they knew. Their shock pleased him, though he 339wasn’t sure he had changed so much. Was he truly sorry for the things he’d done, or sorry for what he’d experienced having done them?

         Divested of worldly goods, he checked back into The Ritz. The view from his suite was fantastic: over the park to Buckingham Palace, lit up in blue and gold as night fell. He could muster no interest in it, nor in the palatial trappings of the suite itself. It might have been a prison cell. Whatever relief he’d felt giving everything away had passed; he knew he was not forgiven.

         He’d said goodbye to his old world but was not yet in another world. He still did not know, or could not admit, what that world would look like.

         Detectives came to find him at The Ritz, asking questions. The lie about him being attacked had fallen through. He met them in the bar, watching as their eyes passed over the place, forming opinions. Nervous did not cover how he felt. Dead was closer. Like he had already died of fear. Clasping his hands below the table to hide their shaking, he prayed his demons did not emerge.

         ‘Can you think of any reason this man was attacked, Mr Carter?’

         ‘Is there any reason the assailants would have targeted you?’

         ‘Why do you have doubles, Mr Carter? If you don’t mind us asking.’

         His scalp was sweating; of course he didn’t mind them asking.

         ‘It’s a silly situation,’ he explained. 340

         ‘Humour us.’

         ‘I use them to distract some ghosts. Former tenants of a development I took over. They were rehoused elsewhere. I suppose the ghosts hold me responsible in some way.’ He figured the cops would’ve heard of the phenomenon: ‘reverse gentrification’ or ‘ghostification’ was a common issue these days. Those white ghost images spray-painted on walls.

         ‘OK. We’ll check it out. Nothing else to tell us?’

         ‘Nothing.’

         ‘Not thinking of going anywhere, are you, Mr Carter?’

         ‘Me? No.’ He barely left his room.

         ‘We’ll be in touch.’

         Upstairs, the ghosts waited. The little girl half in and half out of the wall, a face in the plaster; the young man on his bed; Leon pale in the sharp autumn light. They turned to look at him. Leon’s dark eyes reminded Gideon of water at night, a hazy surface of shadows and reflections. Confess, the eyes said.

         Threats of death and denouncement were everywhere. He had nowhere to go which wasn’t marked with death, nowhere he was safe. Every day tourists milled about the lobby of The Ritz, excited to be at the famous hotel; even their ghosts looked pleased to be there. But his excitement was purely fearful, directed towards the things at his back. When the concierge asked if there was ‘anything he’d like’, he imagined the man’s next words would be ‘to confess’. An image of the bandaged man with tubes going in and out of him kept appearing in his mind. He was terrified of how 341damned he was, how much pain he’d caused, how much he’d lost. His grandmother, the only person who’d ever loved him – surely that was too high a price. Surely he should give up and confess.

         Everything seemed haunted. Doomed. The pillows in his room were haunted by the heads which had slept on them, the towels by all the hands ever wiped on them. The chairs could break, the lights would die. That little wobble on the bedside-table drawer, that was how it started – death!

         One night, overwhelmed, he half threw himself down the five flights of stairs, looking for a place where death would not find him. Darkness seemed the best option and he made for the large shadow of the park behind the hotel. He wanted to be safe, but no one was ever safe. He wanted to know it would be all right, but no one ever knew that.

         At first glance the park seemed deserted. Going further into the dark, his eyes grew accustomed and he made out shapes on the grass. Raucous voices carried over the evening air. Street people. It seemed crazy there were still rich and poor. In his fevered mind there were only the living and the dead, or those who wished him harm and those who didn’t know him.

         The speech of these homeless, what he could make out, was drunk and harsh. Much of it sounded like fighting. He wondered if they’d be hostile but went towards them anyway, craving life.

         ‘Nice night for it,’ he called out.

         The group sat around a bag of chips, torn open for all to 342share. They’d been cackling over something Gideon did not catch; now they hushed and looked up at him.

         ‘Eh?’ a man said.

         ‘Can I sit with you a while?’

         A bleary shrug.

         ‘Ah, you’re good people!’ Yes, he would sit on the floor. On the filthy ground in his brushed merino suit. He would be friends with the poor and eat chips with them.

         ‘Good people? What’s he on about?’

         ‘Dunno. Think he’s high.’

         ‘You high, mate?’

         ‘Can we have some?’

         ‘No, no. I’m not high.’ Gideon smiled nervously at the hard faces.

         ‘Hey ho, nobody’s perfect.’

         He’d never been this close to the destitute before. Never imagined having an actual conversation with them. In all honesty, he’d never quite thought of them as people. Some were in a bad state – no teeth, a missing leg, all manner of scars and bruises – yet they kept on, cracking jokes, eating chips, putting the bottle to their lips.

         After the crash he’d told himself he’d go on living, yet it had continued to eat away at him. He’d told himself it was behind him, yet he was completely preoccupied with death and demons, crippled by them. Look how twisted he’d become! Unable to sleep in his own bed. Booking into The Ritz then hiding in a park with a bunch of vagrants. If Millie and the gang could see him now. 343

         This group of homeless knew death too, he could see it in their faces. They lived and slept with it. They were not perfect specimens, but they could tolerate death. He wanted to tell them how inspiring it was to be amongst them, but even he, even now, sensed this could get him punched in the face.

         He turned to the man sitting next to him. ‘How do you do it?’

         ‘Do what?’

         ‘You know. Go on.’

         ‘Go where?’

         ‘Aren’t you afraid of them?’

         ‘Son, you’re making six-foot comments and I’m only five eight.’

         ‘The ghosts.’

         ‘Hmm?’ The man was lurching drunk. Gideon’s attempts at conversation bounced off him.

         ‘What if … you’d done something terrible? And the ghosts were there because of it? Haunting you? Would you be afraid of them then? Because I … I killed …’ Every time he got to this part it knocked the breath out of him. He was endlessly surprised by the crime he’d committed.

         The man’s attention snagged. He looked sharply at Gideon. ‘That so?’

         ‘And I can’t get past it. It’s like I’m dead inside.’ He laughed. To his surprise, he felt a flash of genuine happiness admitting this aloud. ‘These ghosts want me to confess, but it’ll destroy me.’ 344

         ‘I’ll tell you one thing,’ said the man. ‘You can’t outrun it. Trust me, I’ve tried. I’m still trying. Shit, I can’t even take my own advice.’

         This prompted an outpouring from the group.

         ‘It keeps coming.’

         ‘Relentless.’

         ‘Twist up your whole life running.’

         ‘But you all seem happy,’ Gideon said.

         ‘Ha! He thinks we’re happy ’cos we’re laughing.’

         ‘And if I cluck I’m a turkey.’

         ‘You think this is a choice? I used to live in a fucking house.’

         He’d been wrong: the faces around him were not tolerating their demons but wrecked by them. Demons had smashed their faces and gnawed their legs and stolen their wives and jobs and children.

         ‘Have any of you got a spare cigarette?’ he asked, shaking.

         ‘Look at this! He’s asking me! That’s my line, mate.’

         ‘Sorry, I’m a bit cut up and I’d desperately like a cigarette.’ He was talking without trying to charm them or make out everything was fine, without trying to press them into the service of his personality. How long since he’d spoken to anyone like this?

         ‘Ain’t got any, mate.’

         ‘You’ll have to support your own bad habits.’

         ‘Got rollies.’

         ‘Er, no, thank you, I was more thinking of the actual …’

         ‘Maybe Mother Teresa does. Oi, Teresa!’ 345

         ‘Uh?’ said a groggy voice that seemed to come from the earth itself.

         Gideon saw a woman completely out of it near his feet.

         ‘Mother Teresa’s been hitting it hard,’ the man explained, though no explanation was necessary. ‘Hey! Teresa!’

         ‘What?’ the woman cried, still flat on her back with her eyes closed.

         ‘You got a spare cigarette for this guy?’

         ‘What guy?’

         ‘Open your eyes. How you gonna see him with your eyes closed?’

         ‘Ah! Leave me alone!’ Eyelids flickering, neck trembling with effort, Lil raised her head like it was a cannonball of enormous weight. She opened one eye and squinted at Gideon. ‘Do I know you?’

         ‘I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure.’

         A snort of derision. With jerky drunken care she fished a fag packet from her pocket.

         ‘Thank you.’ Gideon’s top lip trembled. He did not deserve kindness; it might push him completely over the edge. He spoke in a clipped voice to hide his emotion. ‘What do I owe you?’

         ‘What d’you owe me? Nothing. If you see me face down, turn me on my back …’ Lil paused and swallowed. ‘On second thoughts, leave me be.’

         Then she let her head fall.

      
   


   
      
         346
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         Lil’s swift sharp knock to the head came a week before the month’s end. The day of reformation began like many days of her recent acquaintance: in darkness and disbelief. Somehow she had woken up again. How did it keep happening? It was getting suspicious. How did she feel? Beyond sore and drecky. Where? On a floor. A cold hard floor that hurt her face. That was a good start, now investigate a little further. How had she got here? It was not coming back easily today, she didn’t have one clue. She tried to turn her neck. Nothing doing. Her head was pounding, her mouth deadly dry, her throat swollen shut. So she’d been drinking. No surprise there. She gave a little cough: like rocks in a dryer.

         First thing to do was get up off the floor but that was not so easy. She gave the command to her body: nothing happened. She sent message after message to her arms and legs: nothing. Burglars had cut the phone lines.

         She knew what had happened more or less. All the different little elements of Lil had split like mercury in the night and run off to their secret places and she had to wait for them to come back together. The lesson here was patience. Time was a great healer, or so people said. 347

         Sure enough, after a bit the limbs started twitching and responding. The old Lil re-forming. If one or two drops of mercury never found their way back, she could live without. Every day she exploded herself and put herself back together with slightly fewer pieces.

         When she was able she raised her head and looked around. She was in a small box-shaped room lacking any windows or decorations. The floor led to a grey metal door. It came to her that she was in a cell again – for what, she couldn’t remember and didn’t much care. She wanted to get out and get back on it. She felt all right now, considering, though she was aware her concept of all right had shifted substantially in the last ten months. There’d been a noticeable value drift for many terms: family, person, life.

         Some time later the door was unlocked and a cheery young female police officer came in. Sleep it off? she asked.

         What did I do?

         The usual.

         Lil scowled at the officer’s familiarity. Do I know you?

         I’ve booked you in three times this month.

         I don’t remember. What day is it?

         Saturday. Come on, let’s get you cleaned up.

         Don’t need cleaning up.

         I think it might help.

         She followed the officer down the hall, wondering if she was being led to a room where hard-faced officers waited with fists and truncheons, though nothing in the officer’s behaviour suggested this. The woman burbled on like she 348was a concerned girlfriend who’d noticed her friend was on the skids.

         Alcohol only pushes things down, she said, like that wasn’t the entire point. It causes more problems. Wouldn’t you like to stop being arrested?

         I’m sure you have your reasons.

         Wouldn’t you like to stop feeling terrible?

         Being sober won’t fix that.

         Usually Lil despised being spoken to like this, but the cop was so blithe in her comments, so insensitive in her kindness, Lil found she didn’t mind.

         The toilets were empty. No cops lurking with violent intent. The cop stood Lil at the sinks. Together they looked at the mirror like it was enchanted, alive, presumed evil.

         I mean, you can’t complain about everything, Lil said.

         The cop frowned and wet a paper towel and gently wiped Lil’s face, lifting layers of grime. Lil let it happen. Ordinarily she’d have curdled this woman’s blood with every curse under the sun. Touch her? Tell her what to do? But this one had got under her skin. Maybe it wasn’t even about the cop. Maybe Lil was simply exhausted. Each day life got a little harder, the odds a little shorter. Perhaps she was ready for a change.

         In the mirror, a face emerged. Someone she’d known a long time ago. She stared at this face, daring it to speak.

         There. Isn’t that better?

         She wasn’t sure if it was better or worse. That person in the mirror had problems of her own. Thank you, was all she could think to say. 349

         I lost someone, you know, the cop said, putting a hand on Lil’s shoulder. Lil wondered in a dazed way if this was what she’d wanted all along without knowing it: that touch, that gentle concern. And she’d kept getting arrested until someone paid her the right kind of attention.

         My husband, the cop went on. Just dropped dead one day. Apparently it’s more common than people think.

         Oh, said Lil.

         We have a party for him when he returns. His family and friends. I know part of him is gone forever. I know that. But I’m glad to have what I have. To look into the eyes of someone you thought you’d never see again and tell them you love them. I’m glad for that.

         Lil let herself be led from the toilets with the cop’s weirdly calming hand on her shoulder. Coming down the corridor towards the exit, Lil saw another cop at the desk and then, as she turned the corner, the ghost of a little girl. Her little girl, Rosie. Her hair bunched in pigtails, wearing the red dress with yellow flowers she wore on her last day of life.

         The endless eyes met hers. Lil froze.

         No, she said. No way could she deal with this in her raw sober state. No way could she let Rosie see her, after all this, hungover and bedraggled and led by police like a dog on a leash.

         It’s OK, said the kind cop. There’s often a few apparitions in reception.

         No.

         It’s quite normal. 350

         Get away from me!

         In one violent lurch she broke free and ran for the exit. Out the door with the officer’s shouts ringing after her, the air like blood in her lungs. Mad and frightened she ran, the fever of many troubles in her and no solutions she could see. A builder yelled out, Where’s the fire? and his mate laughed. The streets clattered with the sound of her running, something both very close and far away.

         At Green Park she threw herself into the shadows and dirt of the bushes, frantically rubbing her face with mud, covering herself back up, not caring about the sticks and muck and wrappers she picked up with it, rubbing until the raw taste of soil filled her mouth, until it stung her split lips and gritted her eyes.

         She lay in the dirt breathing sharply, thinking nothing. In darkness again. A ruddy smell of damp turned earth or fresh shit or some inseparable mixture of the two. At times she experienced flashes of pain or thought, little bolts that said one thing then its opposite. She had seen her, part of her was saying. She had seen her girl at last. But she had run from that vision, another part was saying. Run from her own child. A terrible, shameful thing. She could murder a drink, part of her was saying. Another part said she never wanted to drink again, she was spent. Couldn’t face what was behind her, couldn’t continue as she was. Couldn’t keep waking up dead, a little more every day. She knew she couldn’t end it like Steve had done – if that was what Steve had meant to do. God knows why she couldn’t. Caught on 351the horns of life, she could not live and could not die.

         But you saw her, the voice inside kept saying. You saw her.

         Her child. Proof that had once been her life.

         Slowly she pulled herself into a sitting position. The little mercury drops of Lil re-forming. Somehow always pulling her back into a human shape. Holding on though there was nothing to hold on for. The miracle of life, ha ha. Daylight poked through the dark fingers of the bushes and she winced and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She rooted in her pockets for a cigarette, some change, anything. She hadn’t died, she hadn’t been cured or saved, so she would go on as before. She’d drag herself to the street and scrounge a can, get a taste. But the hand came up with nothing except a dirty scrap of paper. On it, a number and a name: Jane. She saw a face attached to the name. Pinched lips and wide darting eyes. Maybe the most sober person Lil had ever met. This woman had tried a few times to improve her. And though Lil hated do-gooders and wanted nothing from them, in her state of mind it seemed a sign. She kept ignoring signs and it hadn’t turned out so well for her.

         
            *

         

         Three teenage ghosts sat on one of the lions in Trafalgar Square. Old-looking phantom slaves lingered around the National Portrait Gallery. Couples, mostly alive, posed for photos at the fountains while children splashed water and chased pigeons. One little girl had pulled her sweater over her head so her face was hidden. Lil’s heart skipped a beat. Good good. Twist the knife. 352

         I wasn’t expecting you to call, Jane said.

         To be honest, Lil said, I was checking my pockets for cash. Your number was the only thing there. I was hoping it was a tenner.

         Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad you did call.

         Lil squinted at her. Why d’you keep trying to help me?

         I suppose I can’t see you as this totally destroyed, hopeless person.

         I can.

         I think you’re saying that to protect yourself.

         Funny sort of protection.

         Also, you’re going to think this is hokey, but I feel we’re connected. I’m not saying we’re the same. But when you talk about where and when your life changed, it echoes with me.

         Lil didn’t think it was hokey. Everything was so close now.

         I think your big disaster and my small disaster are somehow part of the same thing, Jane went on. Maybe that sounds awful or insensitive but I think it works like that sometimes. That everything happens for a reason. That we met for a reason. That we mean something to each other, you know? … Sorry, you must think me cracked …

         I think I know what you mean.

         You do?

         Signs and that. At the mercy of stuff beyond our control.

         Yes.

         A child screamed in joy. Lil kept her face turned towards Jane.

         Doesn’t sound crazy. Compared to everything else. 353

         Jane said, Where I work – I teach at a primary school – they tried to stop ghost children coming into the playground. But the ghosts came anyway. Eventually the school gave up trying to block them. The living children started thinking it was OK to play with the ghosts. Now every break they play together. And the ghost children, who were seen as these pests, these horrors, are playmates and friends. The children have made them real with their play, how they choose to think of them.

         Lil looked where Jane’s eyes were fixed. On the pavement in front, a woman and child played together. The woman threw seeds for the pigeons and the little boy danced in delight. He reached up to take the seeds and his hand went through hers, absorbing into it as if they were one and the same. The woman opened her hand, sprinkling the seeds, and the birds ran forward. The boy ran back and forth through the pigeons, a little joyful spirit leaping in the light. They both looked so happy, Lil thought. Joy on the face of the little ghost. Joy and love on the face of the woman. Not a pained love or a dead love. A living love. Maybe it was the daylight or the sobriety but suddenly Lil saw it: through this act of love the child did not seem lost. The love was a kind of life.

         I’ve had it all wrong, she thought. I’ve been avoiding, drinking myself into oblivion, when I could have been loving her. I thought she was somewhere my love couldn’t reach, but it can. It can still mean something. I neglected her once and I’m neglecting her again. Yes, that’s how it is … I’ve got to be a mother to her again. 354

         Even this tiny shift, allowing herself to think that word – mother – made her feel different.

         She could have been dead in Waterloo or dead in Pall Mall. Could have blown out her liver or fallen off a bridge or frozen stiff. Could have been dead many times over yet here she was, still waking up, still taking the beatings by some miracle every day. Whatever was up there would not let her die so it must want her for something.

         The gang thought her plan was crazy when she told them. Did she know what she was saying? They’d seen others try to quit before. One guy, DTs so bad he had a heart attack. He might still be alive if he’d kept drinking. Another had ended up in a mental asylum, and what was more he wasn’t enjoying life. They didn’t want to hear she was quitting, it held a mirror up to their own situations. But when they saw she wouldn’t be swayed they wished her luck.

         The sad-faced social worker, Peter, she found in a cramped office behind Leicester Square. He sat in a small room full of cardboard boxes. She got the funny sense some of the boxes were his personal belongings, that he might be sleeping in this office. It took a rough sleeper to know one. Sheaves of paper covered his desk, whatever filing system the guy had was clearly not working. Also on the desk, a row of small glass bottles with clear fluid inside. Peter was staring at the bottles when Lil came in. He looked surprised to see her here. That made two of them. Were there still hostel places? She wanted to get clean. Why yes. Yes there were.

         She had taken the first step. She had asked for help. 355

         What’s in the bottles? she asked.

         He looked embarrassed. It’s a hazardous substance. Poison actually. Which clients have given me over the month.

         They like you that much uh?

         He gave a wan smile. More like an amnesty, he said. So they don’t take it themselves. Remove the temptation.

         Doesn’t sound that tempting, drinking poison, she said, though she’d entertained similar thoughts on occasion.

         No, he said. I suppose not.

         
            *

         

         Medway House was a squat sprawling building designed by someone who did not understand or like human beings. The windows, where they existed, faced out on to either large brick expanses of neighbouring buildings or a desolate brownfield site. Half the showers were permanently broken, while those that did work, with their abandoned razors and syringes and dull brown spatter patterns around the base of each door, brought the word ‘hepatitis’ swiftly and uncannily to mind. The beds were lumps of foam, the rooms smaller than most holding cells, and the hallway doors were on some insane code-slash-fob system to deter dubious outside elements, meaning clients frequently got stuck in limbo between two bits of corridor hollering for help. These clients – all in various stages of kicking junk or booze or pills and in the process facing up to horrors they’d been burying way down for aeons – seemed especially fond of yelling, their cries carried through the tinny walls at all hours. Here, in these inauspicious surroundings, Lil intended to get clean. 356

         The shakes had already begun when she checked in. Her head pounded, her shins (of all things) ached, the back of her throat burned with a fire no water could quench. The toilet visits started soon after: explosive, barely announced acts of self-war that did not let up the whole night. The next morning, weak and exhausted and feeling like hammered shit, she allowed herself to think: at least that’s over. I’ve wrestled it and come out the other side.

         At which exact moment, as she congratulated herself on a hard battle fought and won, she truly began her withdrawal from alcohol. Her body met the buffers at horrendous, tooth-loosening speed. Tremors passed through her like electric currents. The skin on her arms crawled with ants that when she tried to crush or brush away were not the least affected. Sometimes the ghost of her little girl came to watch her as she sweated and shook. Whether she was another hallucination like the ants, or a real ghost, whether a real ghost was merely a different category of hallucination, was a semantic argument Lil was in no state to have with herself. She was too busy with her own problems to deal with anything else just yet. Soon, she would tell her child. Soon I’ll be your mother again.

         On the wall of her room someone had written I LOVE DARTS and she fixed on that to keep herself together, like when seasick on a boat. She wondered over and over about that graffiti. Who loved darts? What darts? She couldn’t see any darts. Why darts here in this tiny shitty room?

         Well now, she said to herself, you didn’t consider this 357horror, did you? She’d thought she knew every way to be bankrupted but the world had found a new and surprising way to do her over. No booze in her bloodstream? Next they’d be saying there was no wood in trees, no wet in water. Many times she reasoned she might as well take a drink, there was no way she could stay sober if this was what was required. The staff told her she was free to go anytime she wanted, though they advised against it. And Lil, who’d done nothing anyone else wanted since the day her world fell apart, who recognised no law or government or moral contract, would bow her head compliantly and retreat to bed, to lie under all of heaven shifting shape and colour, playing percussion with her teeth.

         Soon, she kept saying to herself. Soon.

         Three days and nights she sweated it out. White-knuckling it in the torrid little room. Beneath the late-September sun, beneath the fatly shining moon. On the second night she was strong enough to drag herself to the window and look out on the wasteland opposite, where cats sat like sentries or stalked among the weeds, mingling with the shadows, waiting in the soft dark. She felt they were protecting her from whatever lay beyond. Even if they weren’t protecting they weren’t judging either and that felt a sort of blessing or favour of its own.

         As she left drunken free-wheelin’ Lil behind, she saw that former life with new clarity. The strange dream of her stay in the parks and shelters of the city. She had been so alone. In a city of millions, with drinking companions and social workers at every turn and never a moment to herself, 358she’d been in solitary confinement. Her grief had put a wall around her which even those who’d tried could never breach. She sobbed when she saw how she’d lived. Feeling as if for the first time the hard concrete beneath her back, the freezing nights, the people who set their faces and walked on by. It seemed impossible, inhuman, that she’d gone through this and yet she had. Her and Terry, Mungo, poor Steve. She cried like a fool for these lost souls. None of them equipped for life and with the hardest lives of all. Once, Steve had told her about a prison production of Julius Caesar he’d been in (she hadn’t expected it of Steve, but he said prison did strange things to a man). They weren’t allowed to use fake theatre knives for Caesar’s stabbing – you could jam the spring mechanism and hone the plastic blade down to a nice little shiv. Instead, they used bananas painted silver. Ten convicts stabbing an emperor to death with bananas. That was Steve, a man with a banana in a world of knives.

         Other things came up which Lil was absolutely not emotionally prepared for in any shape or form. Fearsome fragments from the depths. Doug on the phone when she told him their child was dead, saying, But how is she now? Over and over, as if the information she was telling him, with what felt like new heartbreak every time, was not correctly phrased, not a human sentence, some alien idea impossible to process or swallow. She remembered when they separated she was drinking and rough-sleeping and pushing away help in all forms, still very much on the slide down – thinking so much about what she’d lost she hadn’t noticed the rest of 359what she had going out the door – and she decided to throw herself under a train, but her bank card didn’t have enough cash on it to get through the ticket gates. It ran out of money at that exact moment, the universe’s joke at her expense.

         Slowly the shakes lessened and the horror of physical withdrawal subsided. On the third day of rehab Lil emerged from the tomb. Upon which she was told by staff and fellow clients that the real work was only beginning, that getting clean was a cake walk compared to staying clean, and that for a good while she would need to spend every day in hours of hostel-provided support if she was going to stand a chance.

         Now she encountered the full extent of care the system tactically withheld. Like many of those most desperate and in need, she’d long maintained she didn’t need help. And the system had respected her wish: it did not worry about those beneath worry. Such people were black holes who’d suck up every atom of care while continuing to destroy themselves. You’d burn through every resource trying to save people committed to the opposite goal. But now that she had asked for help – asked with a British accent and her mind somehow still intact, in the exact narrow form the system recognised as human – she was wrapped in its embrace.

         She sat through the many daily support groups with other fragile tottering survivors and their ghosts, listening to the speakers make their rehearsed jokes and dispense their banal yet crushingly accurate wisdoms.

         This speech is called ‘24 Hours’ – don’t worry, that’s not how long it is, only how long it feels, ha ha. Point is, you take 360this one day at a time. You do the twenty-four hours in a day. Day by day, hour by hour, you get through it. Now, did you know that by replacing alcohol with green tea and fruit juice you could reduce what little happiness you have left by up to 93%? I’m kidding, I’m kidding, but seriously, folks …

         Then the survivors would stand and tell their stories. Perhaps to defend herself from going, Lil had always imagined AA as a carnival of sorrow – My name is X, I’ve only got three toes left and my bladder is a plastic bag … But each speaker moved her. Raw in their suffering yet oddly hopeful, they weren’t beaten yet.

         When she’d gone to that grief group she’d been in no state to take lessons. Now she found she could keep her head better while looking into her life. She learned that she had a sickness, a sickness born from grief, and both the sickness and the grief would be waiting to mug her every waking moment of her sober life. They would never leave her, but there were ways to live with them. Lil had her own way too. The shining piece of knowledge she had carried out of the fire, which she would take out of its box sometimes to look at: that love is a kind of life.

         In these meetings she would cry uncontrollably and the other survivors would pat her on the shoulder and offer their commiserations. They told her this was normal. That despite all attempts to suppress it, people who’d experienced immense grief had hearts that flapped open like barn doors.

         Lil the model human. Citizen Lil. Brushing her teeth twice a day again, doing exercise, determined not to fall apart, 361to hold on, and also quietly furious about it, that she’d been made to care about life once more. Queuing up in the halfway house canteen. You want white bread or brown? they’d ask. White, love, she’d say. My life’s hard enough. Listening to the speeches, the messages of hope. It gets better. I’m here to tell you it gets better. Right now maybe it’s looking dark. You’re in the tunnel. But the tunnel ends with light.

         
            *

         

         The month was drawing to a close. Though Lil appreciated the support, she still had to face the reason she’d got clean. Every day she waited for her visitor but her visitor did not show. She went out into the streets looking for her. Once even to the site of the crash, standing in the shadow of that launderette, seeing the chrysanthemums on the shrine for the man who’d died trying to save Rosie and thinking, with a wrench of guilt, that she should have got in touch with his family, that she should’ve put flowers there for Rosie. Instead of tending her memory she’d done everything she could to forget it.

         Her wanderings brought her back to old haunts. Green Park was heaving with God-botherers and protestors in rival encampments. More than a whiff of violence in the air. The gang was still there though, same as ever, minus Terry-with-the-leg who was enjoying the hospitality and care of the Metropolitan Police (a misunderstanding over payment for goods). The gang looked small and uncertain against the flags and placards and fenced-off camps. Then the inevitable question: did she want to join them? Bottle with her name 362on it. Some in the party getting angry on her behalf, chastising those who made the offer. Though her throat itched at the thought, Lil refused. She was on a mission.

         Once she ran into Peter, the outreach worker, sitting on a bench in St James’s Park beside the ghost of a woman with long red hair, talking to her with such focus and obvious adoration that Lil felt awkward interrupting. He’d met the woman here on outreach one day. By which he meant he’d seen her and kept coming back. It was mad, he knew, getting misty-eyed over a ghost. Maybe it was a mid-life crisis. Other men his age pursued eighteen-year-olds or bought sports cars or married people they’d just met online. Chasing phantoms of romance, phantoms of youth. Maybe this was another version of that? Hey, she told him, whatever works for you. While thinking, how this season changes people. At the start of the month she’d denied her ghost and this guy hadn’t had a good thing to say about spirits. Now he couldn’t keep his eyes off this ghost, while Lil spent every day looking for the one she’d denied. None of them were the people they once were.

         Sometimes she sent messages to Jane from a support worker’s phone. Still here. Still clean. Still not seen her. Often she wondered if she’d driven her child away. If Rosie had given up on her. Who could blame her? She wouldn’t be the first. These thoughts made the thirst for a drink so strong Lil had to bite her hand to stop herself, had to take herself back to her tiny room and not see another soul. Yet she made it sober to the end of each day, counting the 363money she’d begged but not drunk and zipping it safe in her pocket. She was saving up for a trip with her girl, if she got the chance.

         Except Rosie did not show. Every day Lil had a bit more cash, a little less hope.

         One day left. Last chance. Rosie, if you’re out there, if you can hear me, please come back. I wasn’t ready before. I’m ready for you now. 364
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            Dust to Dust366
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         A hazy sun rises over the rooftops on the final day, chasing shadows out of the streets, stirring ghosts who hunch in doorways or cluster like pigeons on civic buildings. Awake already: the hissing buses, beeping ticket barriers, asthmatic air vents, trundling trains; the whole great engine of the city. But today its sounds are muted. Arriving workers move tenderly, with none of their usual brashness. If you didn’t know better you’d say it was almost calm.

         In the briefing room at West End Central Police Station, a projector whirrs and clicks into action. Fragments of dust and lint dance in the air, taking on lives of their own. Officers sit in grim attendance, chewing on toothpicks, scratching intimate regions, drinking vending machine coffee too weak to provide the slightest satisfaction. The atmosphere is tense. They know how messy the last day gets. The dead’s departure inspires all sorts of craziness. And craziness is a contagious phenomenon. If one person smashes a shop window, a dozen others will follow suit. Suicides provoke more suicides. And all this is more likely at the points things shift – the month’s beginning, and especially its end. It seems the second change proves a bridge too far, that having survived or even got used to the dead, people cannot cope with them leaving once 368more. In the briefing room, projections of madness and methods of containment fill the air. Violence is expected – in some cases welcomed. Lot of shit taken this month. Lot of emotions high up in the throat. What you might call a strong likelihood of heads getting smashed.

         Two hundred steel-toecapped boots thunder down the station stairs. A centipede of black-clad riot cops twisting round the narrow descent, grotesque, many-limbed. Streaming out into the yard, moving with purpose to the waiting vans. Not a run, never a run, running looks like panicking, like you’ve lost control. In the vans, the rustle and huff as officers adjust nightsticks and stab vests to sit. A few dead squeezed in with them, haggard, patient, immune from prosecution, along for the ride.

         The convoy of vans speeds through the streets. Sirens blaring, come what may. Traffic drives up on to the pavement to avoid them. In the back of the vans, officers are thrown against each other. A series of minute contacts, repeatedly ignored. No one looks at their neighbour. No one says a word.
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         That morning Eddie woke from another weird and terrible dream. He was inside Palace of the Dead 4, fighting off zombies coming at him, many of which looked like his brother. He was shooting the multiple Davids with so many bullets and he felt terrible about it but it was David or him. Once he’d killed them he had to deal with a zombie Pastor Jacob, surrounded by weird tuberous plants and foxgloves twisting like snakes. When Eddie shot him – and he had to shoot him or Pastor Jacob would have eaten him for sure – the pastor did not die but threw his sweaty head back and howled and charged at him again. Nothing Eddie did could kill Pastor Jacob and he ran away. Hiding in the library on the top floor, he saw his mum. But when he went towards her he saw her eyes were white and the skin was peeling off her face; she was dead, and it was at this point his gun no longer worked and he couldn’t move away, he wasn’t in control anymore, as if the dream had stopped letting him play because he hadn’t put in any money and this was what happened to kids who didn’t put in money, they got eaten by their mothers, and she grabbed him, snarling, and her lips pulled back over her bloody drooling teeth and— 370

         He woke scared out of his mind and covered in sweat. The sun was up. Clouds shone like crisp white linen. It was the last day of Ghost Month.

         His dad had the light behind his eyes today, impatient to get to the church encampment, hurrying Eddie out of the house. This was the day when the ghosts left. The day when, in his dad’s words, ‘the nightmare might end and things could return to normal’. Eddie thought these ‘mights’ and ‘coulds’ were doing a lot of work. But his dad was excited, talking on and on. This was the day he’d bring Elizabeth home. They’d have to treat her delicately for a while. She’d be upset. For some people the ghosts leaving was like losing that person all over again.

         If she’s still alive, Eddie thought.

         They’d been at the gates an hour or so when the mob appeared. A hundred of them at least. Some had homemade shields and carried sticks. Eddie was already telling Victor and Tommy about this. Telling them it was an army. He hoped beyond everything his mum was safe.

         The mob pushed forward into the compound. It was quiet inside the perimeter; most of the believers were in a service. The newcomers did not make a sound. Some headed towards the church, others fanned out amongst the tents.

         The watchers at the fence muttered. All this madness – now it had come to this. Though what ‘this’ was they were not sure. Eddie could hear the weird tense sounds of the camp. Creaking fences. Whistling wind. The watchers stayed put, their bodies very still like their souls had already flown 371inside to look for their family members. His dad’s fingers curled through the chain-link like little fleshy hooks.

         The mob reached the church and tried to push inside, but the church people at the door blocked their way. There were cries and angry words. The mob was shouting about ‘life for the living’ and ‘hell on earth’. Eddie realised these were the protestors who hated ghosts. He thought he might see Pastor Jacob do something amazing, throwing protestors around with magic force or commanding his ghosts to destroy them. Instead, the church people just kept pushing the protestors back, guarding the door. Eddie could see the protestors were itching to hit the churchgoers. Everyone itched with violence. All these unstable adults carried seeds of anger.

         A man stepped forward with a big canister in his hand and threw liquid onto the church walls.

         ‘That’s petrol,’ someone said. ‘He’s going to—’

         Before the words were out the man struck a match and the church went up in flames. A collective scream rose from the churchgoers. They poured out of the flaming building and into the fists and sticks of the mob. Everything erupted into violence.

         ‘Come on.’ Eddie’s dad grabbed his hand. ‘We’ve got to find your mother.’

         This was bad. Extremely bad. His dad’s arm was very strong and dragging him into the encampment he didn’t want to be dragged into but he didn’t want to let go of his dad and be alone in this bad situation … Oh oh oh … He had no choice but to hold on. Now there was fighting, real 372fighting, those protestors well and truly scratching the itch, and sticks being swung at shouting yelling heads. And there was fire everywhere, for the other protestors who’d stationed themselves around the camp were producing canisters and dousing and lighting tents.

         ‘You want hell on earth?’ one cried. ‘You want hell?’

         Eddie and his dad ran through the columns of tents, his dad shouting, ‘Elizabeth!’ over and over. Eddie couldn’t shout, he didn’t have enough breath in his body, he was already gasping, it was all he could do to keep running and looking over his shoulder and ducking his head in case of missiles. Then he felt a wrench and his dad’s hand was no longer in his and he looked first at his hand and then at the space where his dad had been and saw two men had body-checked him into the side of a corrugated shed and he was struggling and fighting, which they were taking as a sign to whack him with their sticks.

         ‘Dad!’

         ‘Let me go! That’s my son! Let me go!’

         His dad looked tiny and old. He had turned sixty this year. Mum had made him a cake of coffee and walnuts because walnuts were his favourite. They were wrinkled and little too. Eddie ran towards the men. He would kick them, judo them, he didn’t know what.

         ‘Don’t worry about me!’ his dad shouted. ‘Find your mother!’

         What to do? Eddie was running before he knew he had begun to run. Stumbling, tripping over something and 373falling and grazing his hands and scrambling up again still running, ducking through people, dodging protestors, out of his mind with fear. Think of life like a dream, Miss Turner had said, and it had become one, like the zombie video game of his dreams, but now real and deadly as dreams were not meant to be. He was inside Palace of the Dead 4 fighting off zombies, and some looked very familiar, like people he went to church with, friends of his mum. But he could not see her anywhere. Had she drunk poison and fully left them behind? He called out for her. He wanted to crawl into her arms and smell that special sleep-well comforting smell no one else in the world possessed; it was his Mum trademark copyright, all rights reserved. He wanted her to squeeze him tight tight, tighter than he had ever been hugged in his life, and feel her warm breath on his neck.

         It was a scene from the end of the world. Fire had claimed the camp. Tents and lean-tos burned wherever he turned. People ran and screamed and fought. Some of the congregation were trying to soak the burning church with water while protestors continued to attack them. Eddie ducked and dodged through the fire, the same simple phrase like a mantra in his head: Everyone should be nice to each other. Everyone should just be nice.

         He called for his mum again, his shouts like whimpers now. ‘Mum’ was just a word, a nonsense word, he didn’t even know what it meant anymore. His calls lessened. He felt his throat closing with fear. He was nine. He should be at school, not under attack and dodging zombies alone. He 374felt something about to crack inside him: he had taken just about all he could take.

         Pausing behind a hut not yet on fire, he caught his breath and turned out his pockets to check his emergency resources. A quick inventory revealed his house keys, fifty-six pence in change, three elastic bands, several sweet wrappers, and a superhero card which Gerald Tompkins had refused to trade due to one corner being dog-eared. He didn’t think he would survive long.
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         Deny, deny, deny. That was the plan. In his suite at The Ritz, Gideon was on a video call with his father’s lawyers. It seemed pretty futile, with three ghosts staring at him hatefully, to talk of denying anything. The lawyers had professional excuses and £500-an-hour fees; they remained upbeat. His reputation had taken a hit, it was true, but it was all circumstantial. The presence of ghosts was not evidence of wrongdoing. That was probably true, Gideon thought, but what comfort was that? He knew what he’d done. His life stretched ahead of him, the friends dwindling away, the whispers behind his back, the annual return of those he had wronged.

         He saw the smoke first: an evil black cloud rising above the city. His first thought was it must be some awful final emanation sent to finish him off. Racing to the window in terror, he saw the camp in the park was on fire. People must have it in hand, he told himself. Emergency services would be on the scene. But he saw no blue lights amid the flames and smoke. Thinking about it, he didn’t know why he’d assumed police and fire crews would be there. He had little faith in law enforcement particularly: they’d failed to catch him, after all.

         Mr Carter, the lawyers were saying. If we could have your attention. 376

         From his bird’s eye view he saw tiny figures fleeing and others seeming to attack them. He vaguely understood he was witnessing a battle. Fire was spreading quickly through the compound. The whole encampment would be consumed while he stood in his suite and watched. Cries of fear drifted up to him on the still morning air.

         Before he knew what he was doing he was out the door. Ghostly eyes followed his movements, considering whether to follow.

         Heat from the blaze could already be felt at the encampment gates. People ran past coughing and shouting. An old lady was crying. Several ghosts stood about wringing their hands as if they too felt things, maintaining a fearful distance from the flames like they might still be harmed by them. As if they still believed, or had started to believe again, that they were alive.

         He ran on into the blazing camp. Everywhere people were fighting. The sound of crackling and falling timber was loud in his ears. Acrid smoke scorched his lungs and he held his jacket sleeve to his face. He saw others on their knees praying and a little living boy, who looked about eight, scared out of his mind in the midst of burning tents, calling through the flames and smoke for his mum. Gideon was going over to help the boy when someone cried, ‘The church! People are trapped in the church!’

         A thick wall of red-gold flame had already consumed half of the church’s shell. In the blaze one side of the lintel had fallen over the doorway, trapping worshippers inside. Those 377outside were kicking and whacking the burning cinder, trying to move it, while being hit themselves by attackers who screamed about the horrors they were suffering, oblivious to the horrors they were causing.

         Gideon joined the people trying to lift the heavy beam. At no point did he stop and think this might be dangerous or was not his problem. He didn’t even think about his ghosts. His thoughts were only of saving the people inside. He was in this fire and madness with them. Their fear was his fear.

         A great wailing came from within the burning building. Through the doorway, terrified faces stared out. He felt a hand on his shoulder and a fist punched the side of his face and the puncher was wrestled away. His ear rang and he tasted blood but he did not let go of the beam. ‘Lift it straight,’ he cried. Heat from the cinder scorched his skin. He felt oddly light and removed from himself, like he was watching the best version of him act in a strong, decisive way.

         More people came to help and the beam began to lift. One side was still attached and could not be pulled away, so they held it up while the trapped people squeezed beneath. A woman in a pink headscarf pushed out past him, brushing his suit. The little boy he’d seen earlier ran up to her. Gideon saw them embrace.

         ‘Eddie!’ she cried.

         ‘Mum!’

         ‘My boy.’

         ‘Let’s get out of here,’ the boy told her.

         ‘I can’t leave Pastor Jacob.’ 378

         ‘We don’t have time!’

         ‘And I need my things, David’s things.’

         ‘No, Mum! We have to go! We have to—’ All of a sudden the boy began to cry with desperate, uncontrollable sobs. This seemed to snap his mother out of herself. ‘Oh my love,’ she said. ‘My love.’ She pressed his weeping face into her wrapper.

         ‘We have to go,’ he said again.

         ‘I haven’t seen you cry for the longest time.’

         ‘Please!’

         ‘All right. All right, we’ll go.’

         ‘Stand back!’ someone shouted. The fire teams had arrived. They pushed Gideon aside and set to chopping the lintel with axes. Gideon staggered away. His hands were scorched, his suit charred on one shoulder, his jaw swelling and possibly broken, and his ear ringing sharply. He had never felt better in his life.

         ‘That was amazing!’ a man said, rushing up to him and shaking his hand. He wore scruffy jeans and Converse and a T-shirt for a band Gideon had never heard of. ‘Brave thing to do.’

         ‘No. It wasn’t brave.’

         ‘Not many people would have done it.’

         ‘I guess.’ Seeing this stranger moved by his actions, he felt moved himself.

         ‘Listen,’ said the man, ‘that took real guts. I wish I had your guts. You make these bold moves or you regret you didn’t.’

         ‘Peter,’ a woman in hi-vis shouted to the man, ‘we need you over here.’ 379

         The man dashed off.

         Gideon stumbled out of the camp in a daze. The fire had shaken something loose in him. He had acted in a completely un-Gideon way, moving in the opposite direction to his instincts. He’d done something good and it felt good – while whenever he’d done harm he had suffered for it. His ghosts, Leon, his poor beaten double, the fire – the universe was telling him his actions had consequences for others, which in turn had consequences for him. Their pain was his pain. An image of his ghostly pursuers floated to the front of his mind. He knew what they wanted, the one good deed above all others.

         No more grovelling or hiding. He had things to answer for, let him answer for them.

         He would confess and face his punishment. Turn himself in and admit everything. Father would go ballistic. Running the Carter name into the ground. Torpedoing the family business. Sorry, old man, couldn’t be helped. There could be no smarming his way out of this. No pretty talk or big lawyers. The whole truth and nothing but. He’d be a great disappointment to his father, but when had he not been? For the first time in his life he didn’t feel like a disappointment to himself.

         West End Central was the nearest police station. He walked through Mayfair, his suit rumpled and burned. Part of him said this was crazy. If you told the police you’d killed people they tended to take a dim view of it. There was no coming back. But what was this after everything he’d lived 380through? It was only prison. Beneath it all, he was aware that he was still moving towards the police station, putting one foot in front of the other, no matter what arguments he made. He had to do what he had to do.

         There’d been so many reasons why he hadn’t come forward before. None of them seemed to matter now. Yes, it would ruin his life; his life was ruined if he didn’t. No one knew what it was like, this thing eating away at him day and night. No peace, no sleep. Anything, even prison, was better than what he’d gone through in his mind. The right thing looked so hard to do, but anything else would haunt him forever.

         At the police station, a problem. The doors were closed and locked. No explanation given. He would have looked up other stations but he’d left his phone in the hotel. So he waited. As the hours passed his ghosts gathered around him. This was what they’d wanted. They had come to witness.
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         Lil cupped the money in her hands. Nearly forty pounds, begged and scraped. No small feat in the age of contactless credit. People thought begging was easy – you held out your hand for what others had earned – but they were not factoring in the spiritual work required, the slow repetitive grind of being looked at like you were scum for asking. Not for the first time, she thought how many cans of cider this money would buy. The thirst on her was unreal. But no, she must hold on. There was still a chance.

         Waterloo Station. Bright lights, burbled announcements over the PA. She didn’t often come to places like this anymore. Places of travel and motion. Majority of her haunts were places where people went nowhere fast. Crossing the huge echoing concourse, she felt both small and uncomfortably visible, as if up in the station eaves higher powers watched her progress. The money, all in change, required both hands to hold. She walked cautiously, slow to the point of ceremonial, so as to avoid dropping any of it. People in the ticket queue looked at her warily, scanning the tattered clothes and hard-living face, the hands locked together as if holding a secret, like a child who’d captured a frog.

         I’m thinking about going to Chessington, she told the 382cashier. She had prepared the phrasing carefully. Chosen the word thinking specifically. To say, just because I’m talking to you about Chessington, this is not a done deal.

         The cashier’s face blank as a rock. Meaty forearms spread out on the desk. Eyeshadow a cold type of blue. She had sat there for a hundred centuries already this morning.

         World of Adventures. That’s Chessington, right? It got harder and harder to trust anything.

         The station is Chessington South.

         Right. That one.

         The cashier had questions. Today? Return? She gave Lil the price and Lil swore in amazement. The cashier shrugged, used to it. Lil counted through her coins again. She’d need money for the theme park. She did some back-of-the-envelope calculations. All right, she could do that. She pushed the necessary money through.

         But listen, this is important. I want to give you the money, but I don’t want the ticket yet. Don’t print the ticket. Just remember my face.

         I don’t understand.

         I want you to take the money now. Take it off me. And if this person I’m waiting for – if it happens I’ll take the ticket. If it doesn’t I’ll take the money back.

         And drink myself into a coma, she thought but did not say.

         I can’t hold money. It’s against company policy.

         Can’t you make a, you know, exception?

         Why don’t you keep the money until you know if you need the ticket? 383

         You’re not listening to me! I might spend it. I won’t have it when I need it. I’m begging you. Take the money and remember me.

         She walked off before the cashier could argue. It was a great relief to no longer have the ticket money. One less mistake she could make.

         Come on, she said to the air. You always talked about going to Chessington. Find me and we’ll go together before this day ends.

         Rosie was four or five when she started talking about the theme park. No ads for it on TV, yet the secret children’s intelligence network always knew about Chessington. Can we go? she’d ask. Lil would say maybe, if you make that the last episode of your programme, if you brush your teeth, if you go to sleep, if you behave for the babysitter, if you sit still in the car. She would say maybe then hold it over her. Rosie would do the things asked but Lil never took her. Never got round to it. She hadn’t been lying about taking her. She just always thought she had more time.

         I’m here. I’m getting round to it now. Come find me before it’s too late.

         The station clock clicked past twelve. A pigeon with one foot missing flew down from the eaves and hobbled proudly about the concourse before it was shooed away. Lil sat, hands cupping her remaining money. The minutes on the clock face ticked on. It got so every movement of the hands was a personal insult. She could hardly look at the thing and had to press her eyes closed. Her legs shook with nerves. Opening 384her eyes to look elsewhere she saw a poster for sparkling wine so she stopped opening them altogether and sat there blind and shaking.

         She was thinking, one drink to steady the nerves, what can it hurt, when she felt the air change next to her. A static crackle raising the hair on her arms.

         Is that you? She was scared to open her eyes in case she was imagining it. A brief stolen glimpse was all she allowed herself.

         Her little girl sat beside her. Like this was any other day. More or less. She was far too pale, her body oddly twisted from things Lil could not bear to think about, and not technically alive as such, yet none of this dented Lil’s joy.

         I knew it. I knew you’d come.

         Rosie nodded.

         Lil’s words came out in a rush. It’s so good you’re here, it’s great actually … I’m sorry about running off and all the rest of it, I wasn’t in the best place, but that’s water under the … Main thing is, sweetheart, you and me …

         Rosie’s eyebrows lifted quizzically.

         I’ve got a surprise.

         Back to the ticket booth. I will have that ticket, thank you. All smiles for the cashier now. My little girl and I are going to Chessington.

         Rosie’s eyes went wide with wonder. The cashier’s eyes widened too, a slight crack in that rock-like disinterest, but the ticket was handed over, and the men at the gates let them through with only a few askance looks – at the torn 385and shabby clothes, at the constant commentary to the little ghost alongside, mother and daughter out for the day.

         I always said we’d do it. I know I promised, but look, I’m good to my word. There you are, sweetheart, I know you like the window …

         Rosie, looking pleased, took the seat next to hers. Her little girl, delicate as lace against the glass.

         It was a mile on foot from the station to the theme park, down a loud A-road with cars that drove too fast. Arseholes! Lil shouted. Her language had lost its PG standards after long months with Steve and the gang.

         Not much further, I reckon. I know it’s far but it’ll be worth it. What do you think you’ll go on first? Do you know the rides? I’m scared of rollercoasters, you might have to go on those without me, I’ll wait for you at the bottom or, no, you don’t like that idea? All right, I suppose I could …

         But at the ticket booth bad news waited for them.

         57 quid!

         That’s the price of an adult day ticket.

         Are you fucking kidding?

         Please watch your language.

         57 quid though.

         That’s the price. We don’t charge for ghosts.

         How fucking generous of you.

         Please, the language.

         I don’t have that much. I didn’t imagine it would be that much.

         It’s cheaper online. I’d buy it there. 386

         The guy on the till thought he was helping. That was no good to her. She didn’t have a phone or access to the internet. She didn’t have the money for those things so she’d have to pay the higher price. Sometimes she came across statements about life that made so little sense she couldn’t believe they were true.

         She stood glued to the spot. Monument to doomed mothers, the inscription would have read. The queuing families, sensing another’s tragedy, avoided her eyes.

         All this way to be turned down. She’d got herself clean, rustled up a mind-boggling amount of cash, found her daughter and got here with her. She’d jumped through every hoop – to be thwarted by a technicality. She opened her mouth to beg those in the queue for change. Excuse me, you wouldn’t have … It’s my daughter’s last day, we’ve come all this way … It would mean so much to her if … But she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Before Rosie returned, she had no qualms about holding out her hand. A few hours ago she’d begged madly to raise funds for this trip. Now she could not be seen as the person she’d become. Rosie was watching.

         They retreated to a nearby bench. Not to worry, something might come up. They could still have fun. She told Rosie stories of pirate cats and little girls who sailed the seven seas and their mothers, homebound, waiting patiently for their return. Rosie listened, swinging her ghostly little legs, her big patient eyes staring up into her mother’s face.

         Shadows lengthened. A brooding, scumbled quality in the clouds, threatening rain. Late afternoon, the ticket clerk came over and spoke to them again. 387

         You’re still here.

         Looks that way.

         The park’s closing in a few hours. This time of day we offer a reduced entry price.

         Did you hear that, Rosie?

         The clerk’s eyes flitted briefly to the ghost. You won’t get to go on everything, he said, but you’ll get a taste.

         Wash of colours and noise. Rising and falling scales, bells ringing as money was lost and prizes won. Smell of candy floss and popcorn. Burnt sugar heavy in the air. Signs for Vampire, Dragon’s Fury, Croc Drop. Rosie’s face was a picture of delight. Every time she grinned that lopsided smile Lil thought her heart would explode. Mother and ghost drifted from ride to ride, gawking at the mad fearsome structures, intimidated by the queues. A notice outside Scorpion Express said the line was already at capacity for the rest of the day. The Rattlesnake was closed for maintenance. A dawning panic in Lil: they might be too late. They might have missed the good stuff. All her life she’d been too late.

         Rosie stopped and jumped up and down with uncontained glee.

         This one?

         An enormous rollercoaster track loomed above them.

         OK.

         The queue was not so very long. Children ran off the ride screaming, holding tight to parents’ hands. A hard place for Lil, this. It stirred up difficult emotions. The child at her side could not do the things these other children did so 388effortlessly. The child at her side could not talk or cry, could not be hugged or held, yet she was her child all the same.

         When they got to the front a sign informed them of a minimum height requirement, which Rosie in no way passed. If anyone wanted to stop them, let them try. No attempts here: the attendant waved them through to two seats at the back of the cart.

         I told you we’d do it, she said to Rosie. Didn’t I say we’d do it?

         A low whirr of machinery, and mother and daughter ascended into the sky.
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         Sometimes it seemed to Jane the noises of children were exclusively limited to screaming and howling. The playground sounded like a hundred old stovetop kettles going at once. She was one of three on duty – last day of this month always being extra wild – and had already stopped several games of Dead Man Walking and explained to one uncertain little boy that he was alive, not dead, apparently to his great dissatisfaction. Just a few more hours to go.

         A tiny girl shuffled up, alone amongst the jostling rowdies. Sleep in the corners of her eyes. Biting her lip as if she had done wrong or would not be understood. Her doll clutched to her chest.

         ‘What’s that you’ve got there?’ Jane asked.

         The girl held the doll out apprehensively. Jane saw the doll’s features had been erased by white paint and tried to hide her disgust.

         ‘What happened?’

         ‘She’s dead.’

         ‘Oh no! Why?’

         ‘I loved her so she died. That’s what happens.’

         In one corner of the playground a group of older children was gathered around something, prodding it with sticks. Few 390sights more unsettling than a group of children with their backs turned away.

         ‘Ah, excuse me.’ Jane put on her sternest teacher voice.

         Guilty faces swivelled round. Victor Manyika at the centre of course. ‘Miss, it wasn’t me.’

         ‘What wasn’t you? What have you got there?’ Jane edged closer.

         ‘It’s still alive,’ said a smaller boy Jane didn’t teach.

         They were torturing some poor animal. Prodding the soft belly of a mouse. Turning a beetle into paste.

         ‘Let me see.’

         The wall of children parted, revealing a soft grey lump of feathers on the hard school yard. A pigeon.

         ‘It was just here,’ said Victor.

         The bird lay on its side, breathing gently. Its neck feathers, puffed and iridescent, moved slowly in and out. One eye watched them in faint alarm. The children offered opinions.

         ‘Maybe it’s just resting.’

         ‘It’s not resting. It’s dying.’

         ‘Will it come back as a ghost pigeon?’

         ‘Why? Are you scared?’

         ‘Ah! He’s scared.’

         ‘That’s enough, please,’ said Jane, spooked herself. Impossible not to feel like this was connected to the final day. Everything was a sign or omen, as Lil had said. The mystical creeping in. She wondered where Lil was now, if she had found her little girl at last.

         ‘Maybe we can look after it. Make it better?’ 391

         ‘Can we, Miss?’

         ‘Oh I hope it doesn’t die,’ a little boy said in a wavering voice. He began to cry.

         ‘All right, let’s not get upset.’

         The children moaned and cried out. Victor promised he would care for it, on his mum’s life. Jane ignored the protests.

         ‘We can’t,’ she said. ‘We don’t know what’s wrong with it. I’ll get the caretaker to look at it, but we have to leave it here.’

         The bell drew break time to a close. All parties retreated from the field of battle. Gerald Tompkins, Mr Nosebleed himself, returned to class with far too much toilet roll once again. Eddie Adeyemi’s desk sat empty; tomorrow, if things did not change, Jane resolved to make that social services referral after all. Textbooks were opened to the final moments of Romeo and Juliet, when the lovers died in each other’s arms. It was a junior version. Abbreviated, with some more difficult passages cut out, though the deaths remained intact. Friar Laurence had already given Juliet the potion. Within the infant rind of this weak flower, poison hath residence and medicine power. Jane had thought it fitting to end the play on the final day of the month. Now she wasn’t so sure. Emotions were particularly high today. She hoped there’d be no more tears.

         She thought of her sister who was not answering her calls, probably marrying a ghost at this minute.

         She thought of the mother no doubt waiting for her at home, who would probably return every year unless Jane did the thing she could not bear to do. 392

         In the window, looking east towards the city, she saw a thick black plume of smoke rising into the sky.

         
            *

         

         As soon as Jane got home she went to the kitchen and downed a large glass of wine. When the month was over she’d have a word with herself about her drinking – right now she couldn’t give a damn. She tried ringing Angie again, still no answer. She poured a second glass of wine and downed that. She was aware she was working up to something and hoped it wasn’t the suicide she had seen in the ghost’s grip. She didn’t think she felt that bleak, though there was always the chance she was hiding or denying some aspect of herself. People could surprise themselves.

         Turning on the news, she saw a breaking story about a riot in Green Park. Footage of people fighting and running through flames. Was Lil caught in this? Jane hoped she was well out of it. Even so she felt joined to the people on screen in some obscure way. They were all suffering this season; their lives were not their own. Tension and fear bound them together like wires. For a moment she wished she was in the centre of the riot, being swallowed, being stomped into the ground … No, what was she thinking, she wanted nothing to do with it; they were all stupid, these protestors and embracers, all these loud shouting people.

         The sound of the TV brought her mother’s ghost in from the other room, that sour expression on her face, so scared of things not being proper. Was that what it was? Could anyone really know anyone else? She heard Madame 393Juvier’s words. Maybe you don’t know your mother as well as you think.

         ‘Well, Mother, everyone’s gone except you,’ Jane told her. ‘Maybe I can offend you too.’ She poured another glass of wine, not caring what her mother thought about it. ‘Maybe I’m not the person you think, eh?’

         The ghost ran a finger over the table, apparently inspecting it for dust.

         ‘I hope it meets your approval,’ Jane told her. ‘Everything in my life has been phrased as “What would Mother want?” Forty years old and I still hesitate before I wash a dish or set a table! I’ve lived in fear of your opinions all my life. It’s hollowed me out. I’m like a … a hollowed-out pumpkin!’

         This had become more true after Sandra, she saw now. But she’d always been in Mother’s shadow, afraid to be herself. Sandra’s leaving had brought it to the surface. Why did it have to be like this? Going on in this way with no chance of change or happiness. She thought of Lil. Other people changed their situations, why not her?

         ‘I never told you the pressure you put on me,’ she went on, bolder. ‘I spared your feelings. Can’t let Mother get upset! What about me? My feelings?’

         A ghostly stare. It was horrible, the silence of these spirits; it made the talker into a monstrous gabbler, a huge tongue. But Jane felt too angry to stop. It was all rushing out. She was shocked by the force of her fury.

         ‘Well, I’ll tell you, Mother. I can’t not tell you anymore. I know some just come out and say it, I’ve always struggled. 394That’s just how it is with me. I tried dating men, I tried—But why am I justifying this? I’ve had to come to terms with it, and you will too …’

         There and then, an hour before the season’s end, she finally told her mother who she was.

         The ghost wavered, as if receiving Jane’s words from light years away. Jane flinched, watching for a reaction, but already her anger was fading. Already the power of that parental face was not what it was. Try as she might to recall the worries and fears she’d wrapped this secret in, she could no longer see them clearly. Exposed to daylight, they had turned to dust. While in her veins, blood ran again.

         
            *

         

         Dusk drew in. Ghosts in the street below took on a greenish colour. Jane watched the owner of the cafe opposite cover her tables in plastic sheeting. One shop over, the greengrocer hurried to bring his fruits and vegetables inside. A minister on television said, I understand it can be an emotional time. Keep your heads. Respect each other’s situations. We all have things we must bear. Up next, the weather presenter expected winds and heavy dust.

         A strange feeling spread through Jane, a nostalgia for something not yet over, for something so difficult which she had nonetheless survived. Because she had survived it. The month was nearly finished and she had not done herself in or even close. That vision of suicide, which she’d grown certain was about her, had not come true. She had dodged death and proved the psychic wrong – and even made peace with her mother. 395

         Looking at Mother’s ghost she saw that other side again: the woman who took a breath before leaving the house; the woman who offered money out of love, not because she thought Jane incapable; the woman whose hand lingered on the laundry, on the top of Jane’s head, on the back of her husband’s chair just long enough to let you know.

         ‘Let’s rest a bit,’ she told the ghost. ‘Not long now.’

         She was settling down to her mother’s departure when the phone rang. It was Peter, Angie’s ex.

         ‘Peter, this is not a good time.’

         ‘I know. One minute, Jane, please. I’m spinning out …’

         ‘The line is terrible.’

         He sounded like he was in the middle of a war zone. Sirens obliterated the first part of what he said next. Jane caught: ‘—I can’t stop thinking about her. I can’t lose her. What should I do?’

         ‘What? I didn’t – Peter, the whole city is losing its mind. Can’t this wait?’

         ‘It’s just, I think I love her.’

         By ‘her’, Jane assumed he meant Angie. Of course he was still set on her sister. Men never could seem to get over her.

         ‘Oh God, Peter. Don’t put me in the middle of this.’ She sought out suitably motivational advice. ‘I think you should do whatever gives you the most chance of happiness.’

         ‘You do?’

         ‘I do. It’s taken me so long to work out that much.’

         Peter thanked her. She’d been a great help.
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         Hackney Street Cleaning central depot, 6 p.m. Special briefing. Team leader John O’Sullivan – Big John, King John, King Tubby – addresses the troops. ‘All right, everyone, last evening. We’ve made it this far. Now you and I know it gets worse before it gets better. When the sun goes down, we’ve got problems, yeah? On account of, when they go, it does get messy. So … at dusk there’s gonna be dust. That’s a little helpful way of remembering.’

         The binmen shoot each other glances. Big John does go on.

         ‘Email was sent round so you already know: all teams work this evening. I don’t want to hear any grumbling. You’ve been told. Overtime for everyone. Going to be dust all over and I don’t want it there tomorrow morning. So it’s, you know, get cracking. But at the same time, be respectful. Might be there are relatives around. Don’t be casual. Don’t put the dust in with takeaway containers and dog shit, all right? Think it through. And don’t loiter. Don’t wait around for ghosts to explode. People saying tearful goodbyes don’t want to see your ugly mugs waiting with a bin bag. I shouldn’t have to say this but every year I get complaints up the wazoo.’

         Black armbands and large plastic urns with the Hackney Council logo are passed out. 397

         ‘I want you wearing these armbands all evening and using these urns for the dust. Only these urns. No smiling and pissing about. Think of the whole shift as one big funeral. Don’t be really fast doing everything. But also don’t be slow, ’cos there’s a lot to get through and we’re going to be up to our necks.’

         More glances exchanged. We’re going to be? Since when did Big John pick up a shovel? Man’s been sat on his arse twenty years.

         In Waterloo, a worker lifts his Noh mask to light a cigarette. He massages the bridge of his nose where the mask has started to rub.

         In the area around Southwark, a passer-by notices huge numbers of ghosts in a long-abandoned industrial site. They seem to be living there as a community. Strange, thinks the passer-by. When did ghosts start doing that?

         At the Church of Holy Ghost Power, believers are taking stock. The police have carted off the most violent resisters. The church is a blackened ruin. Fire crews spray the smoking embers. A young boy and his mother trudge exhaustedly away.

         On a bench in St James’s Park, Peter sits with the ghost of the woman with long red hair. She’s so beautiful, it shocks him every time to see it. With the passing days he’s read more into her character. Her eyes have such goodness and intelligence. He’s aware he’s ascribing feelings to a being who can’t speak, who isn’t even properly alive, who he doesn’t know the first thing about. He can’t help it. The fact he’s found her 398feels like providence. If they could be together on the same plane of existence … He’s been thinking of this evening, how he’ll be with her when she turns to dust. After that, he doesn’t know. His thoughts stop short. Today she’ll leave him. The woman he loves will turn to dust. If he could hold her just once! Others get to hold their loved ones, why not him? Nothing that his hand grasps can his hand hold. Why should he be left alone in life while she returns to death?

         At their backs, Trafalgar Square and The Mall are jammed with a huge farewell parade. Lanterns and flaming torches. Enormous papier-mâché ghost heads on thin human legs. Streamers and whistles and elaborately painted coffins. A strange atmosphere: darker than most parties, warmer than most funerals, betwixt and between.

         Cracks appear in the ghost’s green face. Time is almost up.

         Death isn’t the problem, Peter thinks. Life is a means to an end. In the dying light he takes a little glass bottle from his pocket and unscrews the top.

         On pirate radio they are saying goodbye.

         Last tune of the month. Out to Stubzy. Out to Rico. Out to all the dead ones. In dust we trust. Out to all survivors round town. Final day session. Phantom flex.

         Guilt in the faces of the living, that they will remain when the others have gone, that this world and its wonders will be left to them. Concern also, that they too will leave this world soon enough. Inevitably, all this has them considering their own ends.

         On Tottenham Court Road, construction workers change 399their yellow hi-vis jackets for neon pink, as advised by health and safety. Well-heeled women pass by in black leather, as advised by this month’s Vogue (‘What to Wear: Ghost Month Edition’, page 19).

         In the old-school private members’ clubs, footmen take up position with shoe shine stand and clothes brush.

         In the City, they move with the usual brash confidence, expecting no death of their own, now or ever.

         The sun hangs low in the sky, a red ball glowing through the haze. Skyscraper windows, streaked with fire, mirror the play of clouds across the heavens. The Thames is the colour of a bruise. Greens, yellows, blues. A keen wind whispers across the water, speaking of life which has no end. Well-wishers set paper boats on fire and send them down the river in farewell. It is said the fires accompany the souls back to the land of the dead. People leave work early and flee for trains and tubes. A brisk trade in umbrellas and pack-macs prevails though no rain is forecast. No one talks of why, of what is coming.

         Any minute. Any minute.

         The city flows on, forever in flux, as the sun disappears below the skyline. In London, the sun always sets out of sight.

         *

         Lil and Rosie are on the rollercoaster a second and final time. The two of them right at the front, hurtling through the loops and twists. Rosie’s mouth wide with silent glee. Lil hooting with laughter, tears streaming down her cheeks. Beneath the joy, a feeling she hasn’t felt in a long time: she has things she’s afraid to lose. She keeps looking at Rosie. 400Her little girl returned to her, not alive, not the same, but some grain of her essence.

         Something is happening to her daughter. She’s a strange shade, the colour of absinthe. It’s happening, Lil thinks. It’s happening and I don’t have the power to change that.

         Is this it? she shouts over the rushing wind. Is this the end? I don’t want you to go. I hope …

         What is it she hopes? What can she say that will begin to explain this?

         I hope we can do this again.

         The rollercoaster climbs a staggering peak.

         We had this, didn’t we? she asks her daughter. Didn’t we have this?

         Rosie, seeming not to understand, gives her a shy, hopeful smile and reaches out her hand, reaches it into Lil, and suddenly Lil feels her daughter’s final moments of life. She braces herself for the horror of the crash, the pain of death – but instead feels only the rush of a little girl on a scooter, racing towards her mother, full of love.

         When her eyes open again, she sees her ghost daughter’s face has started to crack. There’s not much time left. The rollercoaster begins its descent. The wind is so strong and the ride so fast she can’t see clearly. She keeps looking over at Rosie. How is she now? her husband kept asking the day she died. How is she now? She is here with Lil. Any moment this fact will once more cease to be. She sees why people close themselves off. The wounds are so raw and deep. But life is a wounding. The wounds are all you have. 401

         Often her attention is pulled ahead to where a yawning drop or devilish corkscrew looms. She’s tearing through these twists and turns, everything bleeding into everything else, when she hears a faint sound at her shoulder and feels a fine grit pass across her face. When she looks over, her daughter is gone. To all outward appearances she is a middle-aged woman alone on a rollercoaster, holding on for dear life, taking the peaks and troughs as they come.

         *

         Peter looks at the bottle in his hand. What a thing to do. Though perhaps not as hard as all that. Like anything else, it happens step by step. By the time the bottle is in your hand, drinking it is merely the next link in the chain.

         What does the bottle take away? Nothing he can’t come back for. What does the bottle give? The possibility of everything. Love on a grand scale, timeless and borderless. The future glimmers on the horizon.

         No point lingering. He puts the bottle to his lips and drinks. The liquid has a slight and not unpleasant taste of almonds. How easily the deed is done – and why not? Death is not the end. Death is just the beginning. Look around. Tell him this is not the case. He wonders if anyone will mourn his passing, how people will remember him.

         He feels the first shocked spasm as the poison reaches his stomach. A wave of nausea. A rush of blood to the heart. He looks into his dead love’s eyes as their souls depart.

         Around them, the calm of an autumn evening. Dead leaves, falling from the trees, flutter like butterflies in the breeze. 402

         *

         Across the city, the dead become dust. A pale green creeping into faces, climbing over noses and mouths, dimming eyes, bristling hair, cracking skin. When the bodies explode it seems to happen in slow motion, the dust lingering in the air, floating like fungal spores.

         Arms reach out to grasp the departing. Hands seek loved faces. One last waltz is taking place. Shopkeepers and churchgoers wave goodbye or blow kisses, feeling dust on their skin in reply. Children watch playmates dissolve and respond with floods of tears, vowels of grief.

         When Jane’s mother goes, in the middle of the living room at 8.23 p.m., Jane doesn’t feel the shock of previous years. It’s as if she’d been looking at a picture which stirred a feeling and now, the picture gone, only the faintest echo of that feeling remains.

         Angie leaves Marylebone Town Hall alone, in a simple white wedding dress stained slightly green on one side. Friends waiting on the steps throw confetti and cheer.

         A forty-year-old man is found dead on a bench in St James’s Park, covered in a layer of light green dust.

         Dust everywhere. Coating skin, clogging lungs. Someone’s grandmother, someone’s son. Commuters slog grimly on. This is reality. It doesn’t make a lot of sense. It’s partly broken in fact. But what can you do? No point trying to go against it. You just have to get through it.

         A pair of streetsweepers, hunched over their brooms, appear respectful from the back. 403

         ‘Not being funny but where’s our pay rise?’

         ‘Don’t. Words cannot explain.’

         *

         At West End Central Police Station, Gideon watches the riot vans pull up. A long line of tired and angry cops dismount and trail back inside the station. Now or never, he thinks. It might not be so bad. Perhaps the police will pat him on the back and say, That was a hard thing you did, turning yourself in, not a lot of people would come forward in your position.

         He stands, brushes down his suit, and approaches the nearest officers. How strange it feels. He wonders at himself for what he’s about to do. The officers, unbuckling their safety gear, pay him no attention. Gideon clears his throat.

         ‘Listen, chaps, what it is, bit of a confession …’

         Dull looks from the officers as Gideon spills his secret. Their movements and manner – and the blood and spit on their shields – suggest they’ve come from a place of violence and that this violence is still on them. For a moment nothing happens. Then the words sink in and they’re on him, knocking the breath out of his body. They handcuff him so tightly he thinks they’ve torn his elbow out of the socket. Smash his shoulder moving him through the station door. Wrench his elbow again getting him into a holding cell. His suit is burst at the sleeve, he’ll have to get his tailor to … but what does it matter.

         ‘I’m not resisting, I’m going peacefully,’ he tells them. If they could only know what he’s been through, how totally he’s submitting to his fate. They’d surely loosen the cuffs 404and treat him nicer. If they’d only seen him a few hours ago saving people from a burning building. That was him and this is also him, and the man driving the Porsche that day was also him; it makes him dizzy to think of all the selves he is.

         As he’s thrown into the cell he thinks with a rush of relief, I’ve finally done right. Mingling with the relief, a sense of the enormity of this new thing he’s done, how it too can never be undone.

         In the next cell along, a dishevelled tailor called Samuel Adeyemi is readied for release without apology or charge. There’d been a mix-up, no hard feelings. They hadn’t arrested his two white attackers, only him, the black man who’d been beaten. In the heat of the moment the arresting officers had made a judgement and, on this occasion, got it wrong. He is within his rights to make a complaint if he believes standards of policing are lacking. Complaints are recorded in the log, where they are promptly ignored. Is that what he wants, to make a complaint?

         ‘What I want,’ he tells them, ‘is to see my wife.’

         *

         Jane answers the door to find Michael outside.

         ‘I came to say goodbye,’ he says.

         ‘We already said goodbye.’

         ‘No, we shouted at each other and I left. I wanted to say goodbye properly. I was out of line. There are, what do you say, protocols when you are someone’s partner. You do not tell them do this, do that. “Your ghost, your choice,” we say.’

         ‘I’m sorry too.’ 405

         ‘Forget it, Jane,’ he says, quoting the film they both love. ‘It’s Ghost Month.’

         ‘I told her, you know.’

         ‘Good for you.’

         ‘I just remembered. I have a present for you.’ She dashes inside and returns carrying the can of mace. ‘A memento from our wedding night.’

         ‘You shouldn’t have.’

         ‘You can give it to your next temporary wife.’

         ‘Thank you. It is “above and beyond”.’

         ‘That’s not quite how you use that phrase.’

         ‘Oh.’

         ‘But close enough.’

         Michael beams.

         ‘So,’ Jane says, ‘I suppose I won’t be needing you next year.’

         ‘Guess not.’

         ‘Have a good life, dearest husband.’

         ‘You too, dearest wife.’

         Her last image of Michael: the back of his head, the broken and fixed chain, and at the turn of the stairs, a smile’s half-seen curve.

         I will have a good life, she thinks. Just you wait.

         *

         Traffic is crazy with the dust on the roads. The city looks like it’s covered in moss, like it’s been abandoned for a thousand years. People dance in it. Others paw at it, trying to protect it from passing feet. A group of children watch a binman 406shovel dust into a council urn, cheering each time he shovels. Greenish crows swagger and hop.

         October will be hard. Old wounds have been reopened and must begin the business of healing – or, if healing is not possible, the business of being ignored. People are coming to at bus stops, in living rooms, picking green ash out of their mouths, feeling diminished in obscure ways, spiritually stooped from wearing the past around their necks.

         In pubs, strangers look each other in the eyes again. Friends embrace. Thank God that’s over. But in every head a voice asks, Are you still here? Are you always here? The ghosts of ghosts remain.

         There is a theory that the ghosts do not simply return for the month. That’s just when the living can see them. Some believe the dead are always here. Always watching.

         For others, the city seems suddenly empty. The dead have abandoned the push and shove of the capital, leaving it to the living. Inhabitants weep with grief or relief. Because things feel too real with the ghosts gone. Because the ghosts knew things they don’t, what the other side looks like, what waits for us all; they weep for the secrets of death the ghosts have taken with them.

         Trains in and out of Waterloo are heavily delayed due to dust on the tracks. Hundreds of people are furious. A woman in torn clothes disembarks from one of the few arriving trains and picks her way through the muttering commuters, smiling from ear to ear.

         Shopkeepers move the spirit paraphernalia to the sale 407aisle beneath the proclamation, both philosophical and vaguely threatening, that EVERYTHING MUST GO.

         Police officers walk the streets whistling. When it’s just them and the regular living criminals, what a beautiful job it is.

         In Green Park, the drinkers have gone, or sunk so far into the shadows as to be invisible.

         In a West End production of Hamlet, the ghost speaks his last words: Remember me. And Hamlet says he will, that he will push out other memories to do this. To remember means partly to forget.

         *

         Stained with ash, coughing soot, Eddie and his mum sit at a bus stop, heading home. He keeps sneaking furtive looks at her, worried if he looks too hard or makes a sound he’ll break the spell and she’ll disappear. But she seems real. More real than she has in a long time.

         ‘Thirty minutes!’ he says, reading the bus stop’s digital board. ‘That’s long!’ Though with the chaos on the streets, the fact buses are running at all seems a miracle. Not a holy miracle. Just a miracle.

         ‘It’s all right,’ she says. ‘We can wait.’

         He’d like to wait here with her. To not be home quite yet. For a little while he wants her to himself. They sit in stunned silence. Sirens blare on their way to the park or some other scene of unrest. He imagines her asking him, ‘So, how was your day?’ like she used to – and feels an unexpected flash of anger. For a second, he wants to make her feel how bad 408his day was, how bad so many of his recent days have been. He was nearly burned, he was nearly killed, he was fully and actually abandoned. He wants to hurt her as she’s hurt him.

         She looks at him. ‘What are you thinking?’

         ‘Nothing,’ he says.

         She pulls him close.

         *

         Heading over Waterloo Bridge, Lil feels a chill in the air. Autumn gathering around her. The first leaves are turning brown. People are lifting off their face coverings. In the streets around Leicester Square, hex salesmen and lip-readers and doubles agencies and exorcists and psychics restore prices to the usual rates. What love she feels for these hustlers and rip-off merchants. For the grey streets and grotty alleys, the people pushing by like they have two minutes to live, the pigeons underfoot, the hodgepodge roads cut up and stitched back together countless times, the neighbourly graffiti: NO PISS … FREE WEED FOR ALL MY SINGLE MUM’S. For the takeaways offering cuisines of nowhere: spicy chicken burger, doner pizza, cheesy chips. This most bastardised bit of this bastardised city and she, Lil – Lily – loves it all. To the casual observer, she is a lone woman walking the streets, slightly limping, slightly broken, in need of some degree of help. And while by most standards she is down if not quite out, she walks with her head held high, in need of nothing, imagining the shadow of a child running alongside.

         * 409

         A gust of wind picks up. It whistles through the streets, scattering dust, flapping loose corners of billboard posters, making trees dance like skeletons. It passes through Soho and Covent Garden, agitating awnings, clattering shutters, lifting tablecloths, creating disturbances. It rushes and sighs over the wrinkled face of the Thames, around the ears of the skyscrapers and high-rises. It carries a sound, this wind, if you listen closely: it sounds like someone saying goodbye.

         It musses the hair of an old man standing on a crate at the corner of Piccadilly. Eleven months till they return. Are you ready, brothers and sisters? He preaches the importance of living a good life. Abstaining from drinking, womanising, stealing. For ghosts can see through you. They are messengers of God. The communication between you and your ghosts is about how you have lived your life. Blessed are the phantoms, brothers and sisters. Blessed are the fruits of the dead. For they keep our souls in grace.

         The preacher blesses everyone, seen and unseen, and draws his words to a close. His audience drifts away. It’s late. There’s so much to do. They must be getting on. 410
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Mogul’s son near
death after attack

GIDEON CARTER, son of
multi-millionaire property
developer Charles Carter,
was fighting for life on
Wednesday after a savage
broad-daylight assault. Mr
Carter, 28, was attacked
as he left his parents’
£20 million townhouse in
Holland Park. ‘Repent or
die’ graffiti left at the scene
is believed to be connected
to the attack. Police are

appealing for witnesses.
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