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            Praise for I have waited, and you have come
            

         
   
         ‘Martine McDonagh writes with a cool, clear confidence about a world brought to its knees. Her protagonist, a woman living alone but battling on into the future, is utterly believable, as are her observations of the sodden landscape she finds herself inhabiting. This book certainly got under my skin – if you like your books dark and more than a little disturbing, this is one for you.’  
Mick Jackson
         

          

         ‘Imaginative, clever and darkly claustrophobic.’  
Big Issue
         

          

         ‘A story of sexual obsession and broken trust, with the sodden (and wonderfully rendered) landscape a constant, literally atmospheric presence.’  
Caustic Cover Critic: Best Books of the Year
         

          

         ‘It paints an all-too-convincing picture of life in the rural Midlands in the middle of this century – cold and stormy, with most modern conveniences long-since gone, and with small, mainly self-sufficient, communities struggling to maintain a degree of social order. It is very atmospheric and certainly leaves an indelible imprint on the psyche.’  
BBC Radio 4 Open Book
         

          

         ‘An exquisitely crafted début novel set in a post-apocalyptic landscape. I’m rationing myself to five pages per day in order to make it last.’  
Guardian Unlimited
         

          

         ‘Evocative and intriguing, this novel deserves an audience.’  
The Argus
         

         
         

          

         ‘A decidedly original tale. Psychologically sophisticated, it demands our attention. Ignore it, O Philistines, at your peril.’ 
Bookgroup.info
         

          

         ‘This is a troubling, beautifully composed novel, rich in its brevity and complex in the psychological portrait it paints.’ 
Booksquawk
         

          

         ‘Dehumanised and primitive, the world according to this book is material for blurry nightmares, an insidious scary film or accurate lessons in futurology. Martine McDonagh has worked in the rock industry for a long time and her writing still works to this tempo, to these dynamics – physical, sensual and nerve-racking.’ 
Jean-Daniel Beauvallet
         

          

         ‘The dank post-apocalyptic atmosphere of Martine McDonagh’s first novel perfectly suits her tale of obsessive love lost amongst civilisation’s ruins. The writing touches subconscious strata; the mystery unfolds hypnotically; the reader is drawn into a parallel universe all too frighteningly real.’ 
Lenny Kaye
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            I Have Waited, and You Have Come
            

         
 
         Overhead the heron beats in. The full stretch of his wings rakes the air. His skinny legs dangle over the pond, which is too clogged with algae to offer up anything but a place to go, then drop him to his vigil at the water’s edge. He folds his snake-neck into its watchful grey hunch and I move on.
         
 
         There’s a bucket, blown on a gale and snagged by a tree. Pale blue like a patch of old sky that forgot to turn grey, it swings above me, its handle looped over a high branch. I am waiting for the rain-filled weight of it to slide it to the end of the branch and bring it crashing down. Then it’s mine; I’m the only one who knows about it and I have it earmarked for a special purpose. But I can’t stay now because I’ve other things to do.
 
         As usual I leave the park by the gate at the derelict lodge, whose crossbars are slippery from the non-stop drizzle, and as usual I hook my umbrella on the top bar and clamber over into the road. The moss-eaten wood bends under my weight and one day will collapse, but for today it holds. The wall on either side of the gate has been demolished and the deer come and go as they please in search of food and shelter, but I’m a stickler; this is how I do things. It’s a calm day so I’ll take the short cut through the wood, which gets me from here, the park, to there, the market, without being seen. The other days, when it means taking the road, I don’t go, because I don’t like to be seen. Only one person ever sees me, and it is him I am going to now.
         
 
         My path, which follows the perimeter of the old golf course, is a fissure visible only to me, and weaves through the shoulder-high ferns like a wonky parting in a thick head of hair.
 
         When we first came here, the golf course was a progression of green velvet swirls. Later it became the makeshift burial ground for the first wave of victims. And when the epidemic and killing had spread so there was no more room underground, or else the earth had baked too hard to dig, I forget which, Jason and his cronies built massive pyres on it, which sent thick foul-smelling clouds drifting over the mill, coating our roof with pestilent ash. I took no interest in those matters then, and I have no inclination to reflect on sinister times now, other than by way of explanation.
 
         So I push forward, and the broad filigree of leaves flicks spray into my eyes. I raise one arm high above my head like a drowning refugee, while my umbrella guides me on through the mud and stones and tree roots that lie in wait to trip me. A raindrop dives from a branch, dodges my hard hat, plops against the back of my neck and sneaks a course between my shoulder blades. My boots, heavy with mud, emit a happy fartsound with each lift of the foot. Any evidence of their fabric and original colour disappeared long ago under coatings of slime. A fern sprig pokes from the buttonhole of my jacket like a marsupial youngster in its mother’s pouch.
 
         When I reach the lane that leads to the ruined clubhouse, I ignore it and walk in the opposite direction, towards the road. Up ahead, a pondish pothole spills over the width of the track and into the woods on either side, too large to jump across and – I test it with my umbrella – too deep to wade through. A bent umbrella is no use to anyone, but today is a day for taking a risk so I see no harm in using mine as a pole to swing myself over. As I jump, mucky water spatters my calves. I point the umbrella towards the road to check it for damage, but it remains straight as the road itself, which is admittedly slightly bent. I have become distracted from my mission. Like any human with a purpose, I am prone to diversion. It is one of my worst habits.
         
 
         I pick up the pace when I meet the road’s final sweep into town, but slow right down again at the sight of a reddish dollop in the middle of the road ahead. There’s a game I like to play which involves trying to pinpoint the precise distance at which my eyesight deteriorates. In this life, games have to be unwinnable or you have to keep thinking of new ones.
 
         Right now my focus is sharp. The mound ahead is clearly an animal of some kind. A fox or a dog. Probably asleep. I take a step forward. Its outline is still sharp. Another. Sharp. Another. I’m now three steps away, and the shape has blurred at the edges, softened. The change occurred during my last move, but when I take a step backwards again in the slowest possible wobbling motion the precise moment of transition eludes me. It’s like trying to watch a flower open.
 
         By its tail I can tell it’s a fox. Was a fox. Its head has been flattened, squashed into the pitted road. The umbrella spike prods at its body. Was it you who stole my chicken? Its belly is soft, but more from being sodden than newly dead. I look up and around, but all is quiet, just the creak of the trees and the tiny clicks of twigs hitting the road. I sigh and move on, aiming great heavy swipes at the twig litter with my boots, all the way to the shopping precinct.
         
 
         No one cared when the storms destroyed the shop fronts, they were already past their best, and in its dereliction the precinct’s face is somehow more honest, more suited to the shoddiness of its original, mindless consumerist purpose, as Jason would say. One time, someone made a pathetic attempt at patching it all up, nailed up planks that doubled as information boards to carry notices about the state of things inside each building: DO NOT ENTER! ROOF FALLEN IN! SAFETY HERE! And other more head-twisting messages like: KILL THE PAGAN HAG! But some things just aren’t worth saving and they soon gave up.
 
         Before Noah set up the market, itinerants would occasionally occupy one of the safer shops to trade off the accumulations of their travels: home-grown food; hand-made, looted or second-hand clothing; books, candles, tools, herbs and medicines. They would stay long enough for people to get wind of them, exchange what they could, then move on, leaving nothing behind but their stories, which even now circulate the communities in Chinese whispers. Or so Noah tells me.
         
 
         Now that Noah is the linchpin of the trading community, those same Travellers or their descendants, the temporary dwellers of abandoned vehicles and derelict buildings, bring their scavenged goods to him and exchange them for whatever they need: food, drinking water, clothing. He calls them Jobbers. Without Jobbers, the settled communities in this district would fail. He says.
 
         I duck into my favourite doorway, which I use as a lookout to check the coast is clear before going down to the market. Today of all days it is important I have Noah to myself because what I am about to do is something I once would have considered rash.
         
 
         An intense, yellow, off-kilter stare from the opposite doorway jolts me back into the present. I step forward, whooshing air through my front teeth, and stretch out a hand to attract the attention of the mange-ridden but still charismatic ginger cat. But he fancies himself as a sphinx too disgusted with humanity to even acknowledge my existence. I straighten up and disguise my intimidation by fumbling in my jacket pocket for the scrap of paper I put there; unfold it to check its eight-number inscription is still legible: 68.36.21.51. Rachel. I refold it and pin it to my palm with my fingernails.
         
 
         Reassured now that Noah is alone, I step out into the precinct. Hel-lo. One syllable per footstep, I rehearse my grand entrance. Two steps away from the door I notice the handle has blurred, but there is no time now for games. I take a deep breath, lean my shoulder against the cold metal door and push myself in, to inside where everything is always the same.
 
         Rough wooden crates huddle in the central floor space, some empty and others harbouring the small hard apples or potatoes that are barely distinguishable from one another thanks to their green skins. The combined stink of goat’s cheese and damp-brick mustiness hangs in the air and tickles the back of my throat. I clamp a hand over my nose and mouth but too late to stop the volley of sneezes that erupts against my fingers, announcing my arrival before I am ready. Four for a boy.
 
         He sees me first. The only man I know inside a five-mile radius.
         
 
         ‘Hello, Rachel,’ he says. ‘Not seen you for a while.’
         
 
         Face burning, I wipe my mucous palm against my hip. My over-rehearsed first word sticks in the back of my throat and he beats me to it.
 
         ‘I hope you’ve not been sick?’ He looms towards me then veers off behind the counter. My head shakes from side to side.
 
         ‘Have you any cheese?’ I say, staring at the pungent wheel of rubbery stuff on the counter. Only bullies and manipulators ask rhetorical questions, Jason would say.
 
         ‘Only the goat’s, but I can let you have four ounces.’ He folds his apron into a pleat and wipes his knife in it. ‘What else do you need? I think you’ve still got credit for that last batch of eggs you brought in.’
 
         He looks much younger today than the last time I saw him. But he must be thirty and some men are men by thirty. My courage is on the wane, and perhaps I won’t do it today after all; perhaps I should wait to meet someone closer to my own age. And when might that be likely to happen? says the voice in my head. The voice in my head is Stephanie’s, but more about her later, because now I am staring at the matted black lengths of Noah’s hair, thick and strong, and imagining them, safe as rope, in my hand.
 
         ‘You just missed a couple of them,’ he says. ‘Unless you saw them?’
         
 
         Poor Noah, he does his best to interest me in the communities, probably thinks I should live in one. And I do my best to avoid any discussion on the subject, but as usual he interprets my silence as encouragement to launch into his latest story. Noah is never short of stories, gleaned from whoever is passing through, stories about people I have never met and never want to meet. But today of all days I must not give him any cause to picture me in a bad light, so I allow a flicker of interest to show in my face. He pauses for effect before he comes out with it.
         
 
         ‘I know what they get up to up there,’ he says.
 
         I carry on sifting lentils through my fingers, picking out the tiny stones and throwing them to the ground.
 
         ‘They make babies.’
 
         My hand stops sifting.
 
         ‘Momma has them all brainwashed into believing their heavenly mission on earth is to provide beautiful beings for the New Dawn Coming, whatever that might be. And,’ he lowers his voice for this bit, ‘they keep their men locked up, to conserve their energy for the Impregnation Ceremonies.’ He divides those last two words into eight syllables, widening his eyes to add more emphasis, then punctuates them by squeezing one eyelid into an exaggerated wink.
 
         ‘You’d better watch out,’ he says. ‘Apparently they’re on the lookout for new blood.’
 
         It’s a good story, but I take it all with a pinch of salt, not just because it doesn’t tally with Jason’s grand declarations on the perils of breeding, but also because I’ve heard these tales before, and no doubt the next will contradict this one. For my own part, I have never seen any men even near the New Dawn house, nor have I seen any children, nor one pregnant woman. But then I avoid the place like the plague. The only evidence of creative activity I’ve seen is the scented candles and uneven pots they bring to the market.
 
         It’s time to turn the conversation round to the real reason for my visit, and with the air so full of talk of procreation my question may seem spontaneous, but I am under no illusion that he will take me seriously; I just have to try.
         
 
         ‘I was wondering,’ I say.
 
         Wondering. Now the words are out there I want them back. I should wait and find out more about him before I do something so stupid. But Stephanie would keep going, so I do too. ‘I was wondering if you would like to meet up.’
 
         It takes him a few moments to realise my mumbling is unrelated to the story he’s just told. I plunge my hand deeper into the lentils.
 
         ‘What, for a singsong or something?’ He pauses to cough. ‘Do you have a phone number?’
 
         I hold out the damp square of paper, pockmarked with half-moons of fingernail pressure, their shadow embossed on my palm. He takes it and unfolds it without looking.
 
         ‘Grand, I’ll give you a call,’ he says. As if it was his idea all along. ‘Have you been busy painting?’ he says, cutting a rough triangle in the cheese slab.
 
         ‘Yes. Quite a bit,’ I say. Lying.
 
         ‘Will that do you?’
 
         He slaps the paper-wrapped lump onto the counter and leans his face towards mine. Black lashes brush the top of his firm golden cheek as he throws me a soft wink. I jerk my head back, thinking he is about to kiss me. Embarrassed by my mistake, I stretch my mouth into a too-wide grin.
 
         ‘I think it might be a bit over the four,’ he says with a shrug. ‘I never get it bang on.’ A second wink implies I hold privileged status when it comes to the measuring out of cheese, which is a start, I suppose. ‘Anything else?’
 
         I love the flat a of his annie-thing.
         
 
         ‘Got some nice potatoes in yesterday. Or there’s russets still?’
 
         ‘Oh, no, I’ve plenty, thanks. I’ll have to get going to beat the weather.’
         
 
         Outside, the drizzle I was too preoccupied to notice on the way in has evolved into a stinging rain that blows in horizontal gusts like swarms of pine needles.
 
         Despite it all the cross-eyed ginger continues to stare into the indeterminate future. I rummage in my bag and pull out a small piece of squashed cheese. ‘Here you are, puss.’ I want him to like me. I want to be one of those people who have a way with animals. And I want Noah to see me being kind, passing the bit over the four on to a creature more needy than myself. I extend the morsel in his direction and then, when he refuses to take it, toss it at him through the rain. ‘Suit yourself,’ I whisper, in case Noah’s listening. The cheese lands in a puddle close to his front paws. Craning his neck forward, as if the rest of his body has been stuffed and cannot move, he mashes the titbit between rotting teeth, nibbling slow and reluctant, as if his only reason for eating is a fear of seeming impolite.
 
         I push out my bottom lip and blow hard to disperse the streams of rain that slide down my nose. I suspect that Noah misunderstood my proposition. I doubt he’ll call. But who cares; at least I have something new to tell Stephanie.
 
         The light is almost gone although it must still be morning. Willing the storm to hold off long enough for me to get home, I pull my hood over my hard hat to shield my ears from the sting of the wind. The rain drums against the umbrella’s taut skin and the wind pushes up into its bell, threatening to wrestle it from my two-handed grip. Now it would be too dangerous to take the short cut, I have no choice but to stay on the road and follow it past the House of the New Dawn. Its west-facing windows are bricked up against the weather and all its inhabitants should be safe indoors, so it ought to be easy for me to pass by unseen.
         
 
         Jason used to work in this house when it was the Vegetarian Society offices, so it was his idea to break in and open it up for the group of refugees whose New York to Paris flight, which turned out to be the last ever plane to land at Ringway in one piece, had been forced into an emergency landing by Hurricane Gilda. Nature’s refugees. The sickest passengers from that flight were dumped in the airport hotels, which were already overcrowded but because of their isolation were considered the best place to leave the disease-ridden and dying. So there they were left, with no one to nurse or feed them. Later, when things had calmed down a bit, Jason and his gang set the whole lot on fire.
 
         The healthier passengers divided into two groups. Most chose to continue their journey south on foot, in the hope of finding their way across the Channel, and most of them will have perished en route from starvation or the lack of fresh water. In any case, none of them will have made it beyond the Wide wide river, As wide as the Channel itself, That once was our great capital. The rest, Momma among them, were marched up the motorway by Jason, and introduced to this cold and crumbling building and the start of a new life, which they have dedicated to the preparation for something that will probably never happen. And now these memories have triggered my curiosity, which in turn has undermined my sense of urgency to get home. I decide to sneak in for a closer look. If I’m discovered I’ll say I’m unwell and sheltering from the weather. Or I’ll run away.
         
 
         This porch was not built to harbour malingerers. The sheets of corrugated iron that cover its rickety frame rattle in the wind and threaten a rusty decapitation. I examine the huge front door; its paintwork is scratched and peeled by hostile weather to reveal the pale oak beneath. Off to one side a wooden plaque announces THE HOUSE OF THE NEW DAWN, in tame rainbow colours. The boards under my feet creak with every move. It’s knock or run. Or both. But I’m not yet ready for that level of spontaneity, so I run.
         
 
         I can imagine nothing worse than living in a community. Nothing and no one could persuade me to leave my island. Not even Noah. In the past, evangelical scaremongers and would-be leaders, I mean Jason and his friends, would pressure isolated individuals to Join Forces & Share Resources, and after Jason left I expected his abandoned disciples to target me, but thankfully they left me alone. Sometimes I wonder if anyone besides Noah and Stephanie even knows I exist.
         
 
         Now the poor old trees are my only guardians and as I make my way home they shake their gnarled fingers over my head like fussy grandparents, reprimanding me for my wayward behaviour. It’s Stephanie’s fault, I say. We were playing our favourite game of raising the stakes and she made me do it. As if our friendship isn’t restricted enough by the distances between us and our connecting satellite, we, or rather she, enjoys putting as much strain on those triangular boundaries as they will take. I just go along with it. ‘Come on honey,’ she had said in this particular round. ‘You know what you need.’
         
 
         It would have been foolish to let on so early in the game that I did know, so I let her spell it out for me. ‘A replacement,’ she said. ‘A lover?’ And her voice slithered over that last word, which of course wasn’t to be anything like her last word, dragged its last syllable into an upward inflexion. As if I had difficulty in comprehending.
         
 
         Maybe I did.
 
         ‘Honey, you’re at your sexual peak. Men can smell it, you know. Smell those little menopause-baby butts. But only if you let them within a five-mile radius.’
 
         I giggled like a girl and, clenching the telephone handset to my ear with the aid of a hunched shoulder, shuffled into the bathroom to inspect the fuzzy close-up of myself in the mirror. I have no idea how I look any more; the wall behind me prevents me from putting enough of a distance between the mirror and myself to afford a clear view. I swear I’m going blind. ‘But Steph, I have no idea if there even are any men within a five-mile radius.’
         
 
         ‘My point exactly, honey.’
 
         ‘I don’t know. I’ve got my painting. I’m happy enough.’ I haven’t so much as lifted a paintbrush since I used up the last of the paints Jason left but she doesn’t need to know that. Add it to the list of things we don’t mention.
 
         ‘Oh, stop right there.’
 
         Stephanie’s patience fizzled out even more quickly than usual, and the thought that she might not be falling for it flashed through my mind.
 
         ‘How many pictures of her own vagina does a girl need?’ she said, her voice cracking into a violent cough. Stephanie is sick, but we never discuss it. Her next sentence was delivered on one husky breath, in the brief respite between coughs. ‘Now get out there and find yourself a gorgeous young thing with overwhelming Oedipal tendencies and,’ she added those fatal words, ‘don’t dare call me again until you have.’
 
         I was dismissed. For our friendship to be threatened by so trivial a matter excites us both, not least because other, more powerful forces can snatch that choice from us, in a one false move and the satellite gets it kind of way.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Nearly home, and the path from the park to the mill is flooding. The fields on either side are already shallow salinas. I jump down from the stile onto both feet and splash black water over my knees and run the full length of the path screeching for joy as each stamping foot shoots rainwater back up towards the sky.
 
         The escalated pitch of the wind has brought the turbine to a standstill. The house is dark but warm. I throw off my soaked jacket and drop it with my boots at the bottom of the stairs, and run up to the kitchen to rub dry my legs with a towel made warm by the stove.
 
         By the time I have found the telephone and dialled Stephanie’s number it is too late, the line is out.
 
         The cuffs of my sleeves are wet and scratch at my wrists so I roll them up off my skin while I rinse a potato under the tap, give it a good stabbing with a fork and place it in the stove to bake. Then I dangle a New Dawn spill in the flames and use it to light the New Dawn candles in the living room.
 
         My body is a dead weight, my mind a bag of feathers as I throw myself onto the collapsing sofa, which collapses a teeny bit more every day with the weight of me, then roll myself up in the heaps of blankets and sheets. As the candles burn themselves out, fleeting half-thoughts keep me from sleeping, of Noah, of the squinty red cat, and of the dead fox that I now realise had disappeared on my return. I sleep for two days. I dream of foxes.
 
          
         
 
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         
             

         
 
         Sometimes the wind is merciful enough to anaesthetise you and hold you under in suspended animation while it goes about its business. Other times it forces you to bear witness to its rage, to lie quaking in the darkness, as it menaces the roof over your head, lifting each tile in succession, like a demon tormenting a glockenspiel. Its passing leaves you slumped and drained.
         
 
         I lie still a while, eyes shut, nose pressed into the back of the sofa, then turn and treat my eyes to the yellow gloom of the overhead light while I fight to untangle myself from the covers that hold me bound. The old oak boards are cold underfoot. In fact the whole room, and probably the entire house, is cold; the stove has gone out.
 
         I hunt for my socks among the twisted mess of blankets, and pull them on. Stiff arms rise up above my head and my body bends forward so that my head is upside down, my nose aiming for the gap between my shins, knuckles scraping the floor, blood pulsing in my ears. I swing from side to side, the knots between my shoulder blades hanging on for dear life, the ligaments behind my knees stretched to their painful limit. In the early days, when my nightmares were at their worst, Jason bullied me into practising yoga, but it seemed the more I relaxed, the worse they became. These days I can never be bothered to clear a large enough floor space, and anyway the premonitions have stopped. Everything that could happen has happened. Or so I believe.
         
 
         I straighten by grabbing at the table for support while my swimming head steadies, then shuffle across to raise the shutters. Jason insisted on installing the old-fashioned mechanical kind. You wait, he loved to say. You wait, all those fancy remote controlled things won’t work when things really get going. He had been no less pessimistic about solar roof tiles: Not much use when the wind takes the roof off, eh? Ha ha. By the end, Jason always talked as if he was getting one over on somebody. It is so much easier to be sentimental about him now he is gone.
 
         I drift from window to window, letting in the grey light. The turbine toils away once more, carving up the gentle southwesterly. Despite there being no obvious signs of damage to the storm wall, I have nonetheless to make a proper inspection. There is always plenty to do after a storm and this time, I promise myself, I will do it.
 
         But I am the queen of procrastination and first I have to pee, then draw cold water into the bathroom sink and splash it over my face. My skin tightens in the cold air. I rinse my mouth with water that tastes of soil, and spit it at the plughole. Bull’s-eye. I take the radio from the bedroom and wind it up on my way downstairs, listening to the mechanical drone of the Public Information broadcaster as he reels off the latest storm damage reports: District Five, floods to 25 metres above sea level, winds at BS6; District Six, floods to 15 metres above sea level, winds at BS6.
         
 
         Each forecast sounds the same as the last, but there is comfort in repetition. The weather today will be perfect everywhere: constant drizzle with a force six southwesterly continuing. Or so they say.
 
         I relight the stove, or rather I fill the kitchen with damp wood smoke that sticks to the inside of my windpipe. The sneezes come thick and fast, wrenching my lower back muscles as I twist to prevent the trickle of urine that runs anyway down the inside of my thigh. I blot it with my skirts then stoop to pick a hardened, shrivelled potato out of the oven and throw it in to fuel the burgeoning flames.
         
 
         Hunger. This hollow sensation in the pit of my belly is such a constant companion that I no longer call it by its proper name or acknowledge its purpose. Unwrapping the cheese, I attempt to drag the memory of my visit to the market across the chasm of the storm and into the present, which is difficult enough. It is even harder to imagine that the events of that day will have any resonance in the future. It is always that way: a storm wipes everything clean and, if it doesn’t blow you into kingdom come, pushes you back to square one.
 
         If the radio is working then there’s a good chance the phone will be too, but when I dial Stephanie’s number the line is still dead. In any case it would be wise to wait until there’s something more significant to report, in the unlikely event that Noah should call.
 
         It crosses my mind that if he is keen to see me he might choose to visit rather than wait for the phone. And that if he does, there should be some evidence that I have been painting, of work in progress, or he will think me a liar. Another job to compete for first place on the list that is compiling itself in my head.
 
         I dangle my still-wet jacket by its hood and shake it out into the courtyard, and tie it around my waist by its sleeves. Scuffing my way through tree litter and broken slate to the row of garages that serve as chicken house (occupied), workshop (Jason’s, redundant) and log store (seriously depleted), I realise I must have left the chicken house door open because a couple of the little buggers have ventured out and are pecking at titbits blown in by the storm. Their food bucket is empty, but they are happy enough for now.
         
 
         Hanging from a hook at the back of the workshop is a rabbit skin, ready-scalded by Jason for the making of size. Beneath it is the glue pan with his brown leather gloves draped across its lid, just as he left them. I shake the gloves out in case of spiders then slide my hands in and remove the lid. In one deft movement I yank the brittle, hairless skin from its hook and drop it in. I slam the lid on it, for fear it should magically rehydrate, and make a run for it. I take it up to the kitchen, cover it with water and set it on the hotplate.
 
         I dash from room to room, opening all the windows and shutting all the doors until at last the house is sealed as well as it can be against the forthcoming stench. Finally, I grab a towel from the kitchen and whip it over the banister on my way downstairs so I don’t get caught out later.
 
         Back in the workshop I collect the following equipment: one small plastic bowl, one bent spoon, one small lump of charcoal, and a pointing trowel. That the spoon is bent is not essential to the task; it is the outcome of Jason’s mind control practice. I use it to measure a few spoonfuls of grey powder into the bowl then tuck the trowel into the jacket tied at my waist. Out in the courtyard I stoop to mix an equal amount of puddle-water into the powder. What I am about to do is tedious in the extreme, but I have put it off so many times that now it must be done.
 
         The wall is ugly, as I predicted, and blocks most of the light from the living room, as Jason promised it would. The outer wall is inaccessible and the gap between the wall and the house is a claustrophobe’s nightmare, narrower than the span of my outstretched arms, and boggy underfoot.
         
 
         Inching my way forward, peering and feeling my way along the wall, I keep half an eye on the ground for hogweed and sycamore shoots. These must be kept under strict control, for reasons that Jason said would be obvious, but which escape me to this day, and as I don’t know what I’m looking for I pull up anything that isn’t grass or nettles, although sometimes I do pick the nettles to make soup, or tea.
 
         From time to time, to liven things up, and to justify carrying so many tools, I imagine the onset of a crack in the wall’s surface, usually at the point where it curves round the northwest corner of the mill, the point at which I feel the first tug of boredom. I circle the spot with a charcoal ring, and then use the tip of the trowel to stir the cement mixture. It’s tricky keeping the cement smooth, it begins to stiffen as soon as I stop stirring, but I would rather it be lumpy than keep traipsing back for more water. I spread cement onto the marked area, congratulate myself on the quality of my handiwork and move on.
 
         At the dead end where the wall meets the southeast corner of the mill I collect the ladder and slowly make my way back, checking the wall’s upper half. The ladder sinks into the mud as I climb up to mark the furthest extent of my left-hand reach with a charcoal line, as a guide for the next placement of the ladder. See, there is some variation to this task after all. Next time I will begin with the top section because the ladder will be at the starting point.
 
         I flick a little more puddle-water into the thickening cement and stir it in. The south end needs less attention, or at least I am so bored by now that I give it less. Smoothing the sweep of its curve with my hand, I step in for a closer look, but find nothing to fix. Now all that remains to do is to check the tail section that runs alongside the lane and down to the road. To do this I need to cut through the house, where by now the rabbit skin should be simmering down.
         
 
         I swallow a lungful of fresh air, pinch my nostrils to block out the stink, and run indoors. A door at the top of the stairs connects our landing to the main mill building. I wrench it open and push my way through, gasping for air, into the shell of an unfinished kitchen on the other side, where the cement floor is host to a pot-pourri of broken glass, twigs, feathers and other debris that has blown in through the gaping window frame. A sparrow skeleton, its bone structure intact, lies like an unassimilated fossil in a round steel basin. I pull a ribbon of kelp out of the mishmash, sniff its salty hide and stuff it into my pocket, then pick my way through the apartment to the solid oak door that is the mill’s main entrance. Its bolts work free without effort. I raise the security bar and step out onto the walkway that runs the length of the garage block and doubles as its roof. I stop to take in the view and hold the trowel against my ear like a phone. ‘Hello Noah,’ I say, ‘I wasn’t expecting to hear from you.’ My eyes follow the tree-lined path that runs into the park, and climb the distant slope to the derelict water mill. ‘Oh, yes, I’d love to.’ For others words are no more than the tip of the communication iceberg; for me they are all there is. Keep talking, I tell myself, or you will lose the power of speech. Soon after Jason left, an ancient oak, in symbolic gesture, keeled over and crashed through the water mill roof. It grows there still, poking its branches through the broken windows, and from here it looks as if the building was put round it like a jacket. ‘Okay then, see you tomorrow,’ I say, and slide the trowel into my pocket. Someone is there, in the park, hiding behind the water mill. I catch a glimpse of yellow as they duck out of sight. Jason?
         
 
         In his leaving note Jason said he wondered how long it would take me to notice he had gone. He seemed to think that I had been insensitive to the slow drip of his belongings disappearing, from cupboards, drawers and shelves; but that was me through and through: if I didn’t see it coming, then it didn’t happen.
 
         He had done everything possible to arouse my interest: sluiced the water filters, fixed the roof, serviced the turbine and held a magnifying glass up to the storm wall. In the workshop were ten wooden panels for me to paint on, the rabbit skin for making size and enough logs and dried food for at least two years.
 
         My every need was anticipated in his preparations to leave, but the day would come when I would be forced to venture off the island. Or die. My choice. What he wanted, he said, was that one day I would wake up to the harsh facts of the present, see things as he saw them, acknowledge and face up to the whole truth of the matter as he saw it. He really wanted me to run after him and beg him to stay. But of course he knew I might not; in those preparations was a relinquishing of control. For him, one future had been realised long ago and a new one was opening up; I was struggling to catch up with the present, he said.
 
         That last day, he lay on the sofa, watching as the ceiling over his head, the underside of the floor that supported me in my bed, melted into the darkness. If only the monstrous chasm that separated our two realities could have been dealt with as effortlessly. It couldn’t, he had to leave, painful as it no doubt was for him.
         
 
         He speculated as to the exact moment I would discover his disappearance. I was in the habit of sleeping through mealtimes so was unlikely to miss him then. But I was always sensitive to the cold; it would be the stove going out and the ensuing fall in temperature that would alert me first. But even then it might take a couple of days for me to fully realise the permanence of his departure.
 
         How wrong could he have been? I knew he was leaving before he did. As Stephanie said, when you live that close to someone you know something is up the second they put their bowl down on the kitchen counter a whisper away from where they would ordinarily place it. You just know.
 
         So by the time he came to write that note, he had already gone; it was his ghost that rose up from the sofa and crept out of the house that last time. How he must have wished that just a tiny part of him, just one teensy cell, could stay behind to watch and report back. But he must have known; he knows me well enough to know I would thrive in his absence.
 
         The movement in the park was probably a deer. I sweep all thoughts of him aside and continue on my way.
 
         The lane is peaceful with the exhausted calm that follows every storm. I pretend to resume my inspection, craning for fissures and irregularities, but my mind is again elsewhere: at the market, watching Noah. I am invisible, a spider clinging to the side of a box of apples. He is talking to someone I cannot see. Telling them about me. Laughing. I erase the scene. Noah wouldn’t do that.
         
 
         Halfway along, the bank is collapsing into the field below; if the lane were to follow suit and disintegrate completely it wouldn’t be the end of the world. It is bound to happen at some point. I make a mental note to ask Noah if he knows anyone with a boat they don’t want, then splash on through the puddles and potholes, content for once to be having a productive day. I check that the gates at the end of the lane are shut and the bolts running smoothly in their shafts, then relax and enjoy the walk back to the mill.
 
         I take the kelp from my pocket and hang it in the workshop on the hook vacated by the rabbit skin. Drying will draw out some of the salt and impurities. Never eat anything that comes out of the sea, Jason would say. He had a warning for all occasions. Never put anything smaller than your elbow in your ear.
 
         I sniff the air; there is rain on the way. There’s always rain on the way. Puffs of steam escape from the kitchen window and evaporate. How innocuous they seem from a distance.
 
         There exists in nature a law which dictates that all unpleasant experiences should become more tolerable with each revisit, but the making of rabbit skin glue never fails to defy expectation. It was always Jason’s job, and one that he would approach, for some unfathomable reason, with relish. I see him now, buttoned up in his overalls, waving a wooden spoon high above his already high head, booming Shakespeare at the top of his voice: The rankest compound of villainous smell that ever offended  nostril. Jason loved Shakespeare. Titus Andronicus was his favourite.
         
 
         Determined not to be outdone, I stride through the mill and suck in enough air to get me as far as the landing. I grab the towel from the banister as I pass, wrap it round my head to cover my nose and mouth and start to breathe again. Quick, shallow breaths at first. Sucking and blowing. The rotten fishy stench is otherwise retch-inducing. Eyes tearing up, my resolve ebbing with each reluctant breath, I lift the lid from the pan and am engulfed in a cloud of toxic steam.
 
         With my towel mask on and the lid held out before me like a shield, I am the rabbit skin warrior. Through the fog comes a bleating sound. I freeze. The telephone. Having got this far I should ignore it, but of course I can’t. I start up the stairs and the bleating fades; I about-turn and force my way into the living room and rummage amongst the jumble on the sofa. It’s always on the sofa. It is on the sofa. I pull the towel away from my face, press the connect button, and gasp into the handset with my most innocent voice: ‘Hello?’
 
         ‘Hello, sexy.’ A man’s voice.
 
         ‘Noah, is that you?’
 
         Silence.
 
         ‘Noah?’
 
         ‘Of course. Who else would it be?’
 
         So I was wrong to doubt his interest. He is more flirtatious than ever; I imagine he must be winking like mad at the other end of the line.
 
         ‘Oh! No one. Sorry.’
 
         ‘You sound all out of breath. What were you up to, you naughty thing?’
 
         ‘Nothing,’ I say, stifling a giggle. ‘I couldn’t find the phone.’
         
 
         My breath should be steadying by now, but it’s becoming more laboured, and my eyes are running from the steam.
 
         ‘You sound excited.’
 
         ‘Do I? I’m working. Are you at the market?’
 
         I try to pull the conversation back a little, at the same time wishing he would hurry and get to the point.
 
         ‘No, I’m lying on my bed, thinking of you.’
 
         I wonder if the market is shut because of storm damage or something.
 
         ‘Are you ringing about our meeting up? I could meet you tomorrow if you like. I mean if that’s not too soon?’
 
         I am inspired by my own forthrightness. If that’s a word. What else would it be, forthrectitude? He’s speaking.
 
         ‘I have to go over to Edale tomorrow. Can you get out there?’
 
         ‘Yes, of course.’
 
         I have no idea if I can; it’s a long way, too far for me to walk or cycle. I’ll have to take the wagon, if I can get it to work. ‘Are the roads clear?’ I say.
 
         ‘As far as I know. If they’re not I’ll make them clear. I’ll be in the Nag’s Head from six-thirty, then.’
 
         In my excitement, the incongruity of his reference to time is lost. For me, time stopped the day I threw Jason’s clock from the bedroom window into the river. When the ticking stopped, and with it the nagging reminder that each heartbeat is a heartbeat less, time became a meaningless, outmoded concept, no more than a word to describe the breaks between storms. I hope the clock in the wagon still works.
 
         ‘Yes, okay. Subject to weather of course.’
         
 
         ‘It’ll be fine again tomorrow, that’s why I’m going. Got to pick something up.’
 
         ‘All right then, I’ll see you there. I hope I can recognise you away from the market.’ Not funny. He doesn’t laugh, but he is not put off; he has never heard me make a joke before.
 
         ‘I’ll look forward to it. Bye, gorgeous.’
 
         A click, and he is gone. I wait for the tone then dial immediately. Through the static I hear the phone ringing in Steph’s apartment, not frantic like mine but casual, breathing… in… out… in… out… then the ringing stops and Stephanie answers with a grunt.
 
         ‘Oh, no, did I wake you? Steph, I’ve done it. I’ve got a date.’
 
         ‘You did? Am I dreaming this? Wait while I pull my eyelashes out. Who with?’
 
         I launch into a description of Noah, exaggerating as little as possible, only to realise that the line has already gone dead. I press the connect button again. Nothing. At least the important information has been communicated and our friendship is secure. I toss the phone onto the sofa and return to the kitchen, where the mist has cleared and the contents of the glue pan, congealed into a perfect gelatinous goo, are ready and awaiting inspection.
 
          
         
 
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         
             

         
 
         
            7.9.43 
            
 
            It has to be Divine Intervention. All those years of searching and hoping and I find it in her friend the ginger cat’s den. Eight numbers on a tiny scrap of paper have brought me to her. 
            
 
            4.18am. full orgasm. kneeling.
            

         
 
          
         
 
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         
             

         
 
         Today it would be easy to convince me that the clouds have parted and that a white sun is stretching long shadows over the park, awakening dozy bees from deep hibernation, to guide sleepy probosces into ripe stamen. Because tonight I have a date.
         
 
         I’ve slept on the bed, by way of celebration, and lie there, my arms waving high over my chest, like a felled tree. The deep blue of the ceiling tints my translucent skin. My arms drop behind my head until my knuckles rap against the wall, then I heave them up and over again to fall either side of my legs with a thud that sends dust plankton swimming up into the light.
 
         I draw the backs of my hands in close to my face, where they are young and unlined. They float away and the crisscross pattern of my skin, like the imprint of a million tiny birds’ feet, comes into focus. Rough and dry from years of neglect, their fingernails scuffed and torn, they are my grandmother’s hands. I play the point-of-focus game until my arms ache, then fling the covers away from my body, kick them to the floor and roll off the bed. I rub my hands over my belly, which is hollow even to the touch. My stomach thinks my head’s been cut off: another of Jason’s favourites, definitely not Shakespeare.
         
 
         Beyond the storm wall, the river is swollen, the weir hushed and smoothed by the liquid-toffee flood. The sky seems to be made of silver molecules that condense to a soft mist where it meets the earth. I lean out of the bedroom window and rub the fine moisture into my parched skin. I cannot help but wonder, as I do with the passing of every storm, if that is the end of it; if the process of change is now complete and normal service resumed. Normality. Another meaningless concept, a pacifier for the weak and frightened. I trail downstairs, opening each window as I pass. Tonight I have a date.
         
 
         I throw the last of the dry kindling and logs into the stove to see if they will catch. They will. They do. I lift the lid of the glue pan and press my thumb and forefinger down onto the sticky sky-tinted jelly, spreading them gently to break it apart, and peer down into the rough-sided fissure. Perfect. I drag it onto the hotplate to soften. Its fetid stink is released into the atmosphere in an instant, like a fairytale genie that’s been left unsummoned for so many millions of years that it has begun to decompose in the lamp.
         
 
         Jason’s stash of chalk, yellowed and moulded by damp into hard clumps, is in the drawer. I bash it down into powder and mix it a little at a time into the molten glue. The stirring is hard work, and I am soon flushed from the heat and the physical exertion, but as the lumpy mixture transforms into a light cream, so my discomfort becomes the glow of satisfaction. Tonight I have a date. It’s like the old days, only I never did any of this in the old days.
 
         The ten panels Jason left, with the outward expectation that I would paint my compromised mural onto them, were really intended to placate his own feelings of guilt. I painted on a few of them, but over time they have all, painted or not, and with the exception of this last one, been broken up for fuel, or traded at the market for something more useful.
         
 
         I dip the brush into the hot glair and skim it over the coarse surface. A loose hair escapes from the brush, and as I push it towards the edge of the panel a tiny splinter snags my skin. I carry on, lulled into a state of peace by the rhythmic sweep of the brush, and in no time the panel is covered. It will take a couple of days for the gesso to dry, by which time I’ll need to have come up with an idea of something to paint, but for now I let the subject drop. A commotion in my belly reminds me my appetite has returned and a trip to the chicken house is in order.
 
         The birds are traumatised by the storm so there is just a weedy trio of eggs in the nesting box, and yet they have the nerve to be hungry themselves. I am convinced there is more going into these chickens than comes out the other end; the last bucket of potatoes I boiled for them was eaten inside of an afternoon. No matter, for now they are happy to ignore me and amuse themselves by pecking around the courtyard for grubs, or whatever it is they find there.
 
         I open up the garage and push out the wagon to charge in the daylight. Jason built it from an assortment of parts gleaned from numerous trips to the vehicle dump, the permanent, rusting traffic jam on the old motorway. It is easy to push, like a big toy. Thick rubber tyres as high as my waist are topped by a long platform with raised sides. Its small yellow cab boasts two seats, the solar panel that generates its power, and three push-button controls: on/off, windscreen wiper, and lights. Its existence is a gross reminder of the horrific purpose for which it was built and of Jason’s account of the last day he used it. How the cloth covering his nose and mouth was damp from the sweat that broke in beads on his forehead then ran in streams into his eyes and down his nose, as if every pore of his body were gaping and oozing the very essence out of him. He and his friend communicated in nods; words would not suffice.
         
 
         Once the wagon was charged with its gruesome load they each took up two corners of a tarpaulin and pulled it over, securing it as best they could for the short journey ahead by throwing ropes back and forth to each other and winding them over and under. The stiff fabric of their waterproof clothing, essential to protect them from infection, chafed their skin and teased out more sweat which dripped and collected in the creases and folds. With that job done they turned to pull with clumsy gloved hands at heads of campion. Then, as they had with each previous load, they stood on either side of the wagon and scattered the petals over the tarpaulin in a gesture of civilisation and ceremony, knowing full well the flowers would blow away as soon as the wagon started to move.
 
         As Jason climbed into the driver’s seat and his friend wedged himself in beside him, everything seemed to be melting: the seats under them, the clothes on their bodies, the skin beneath, and the flesh that slid away from the bones being held in check by the tarpaulin.
 
         As they drove away from the town centre, they could smell the toxic black cloud of the pyre before they saw it, above the tree tops, blowing nowhere in the absence of a breeze. The wagon bounced up the drive to the golf course, past the pavilion where the stokers were resting away from the excessive heat of the flames. Unrecognisable in their masks and protective garb, they processed behind the wagon towards the fire for the final unloading.
 
         They removed the tarpaulin and formed a chain to move the bodies. Some were still intact, but most were little more than a collection of dry bones and paper skin with nothing to connect them. Burning was the only option; the ground was baked hard and the effort of digging in the heat with such limited supplies of drinking water would only waste more life.
         
 
         No one had escaped suffering, and those who remained were imbued with a deep sense of responsibility towards each other and those who had gone. Jason watched his friends at work, well aware that the people whose deaths they were attempting to dignify would have hated to be handled in so intimate a fashion, would have been outraged at being outlived by those they had always considered the scum of the earth, the Travellers and outsiders.
 
         He was exhausted, they all were, their movements slow and heavy. They had worked so hard already to mark out the boundaries of the district to deter the last of the marauders and the diseased, blocking access to the area with barriers built of cars and fallen trees. They had even blown up the dam at Lymm. Nothing could get through. Nothing would ever return to the way it used to be.
 
         Those last jobs, the collection of bodies from wherever they had dropped, the clearing and fumigating of the larger farms and houses for eventual occupation by groups of itinerant survivors, had to be completed before the rains came, because after that the floods would make the work impossible and the spread of disease inevitable. Jason breathed hard against the damp cloth as he dragged the last body off the wagon, its pregnant belly shrivelled and scorched. He threw it on the pyre. Still breathing.
 
         I take my three-egg harvest up to the kitchen to scramble with water and the remainder of the goat’s cheese. After eating I lie down on the sofa to mull over the remaining day’s tasks and, without meaning to of course, fall asleep.
         
 
         When I wake again the vague remnant of a dream shadows me, but not close enough to be recalled, or even categorised as good or bad, which in itself is probably a good thing. The light is fading, but I no longer have any sense of the relationship between time and darkness falling. What I do know is that the wagon should be tested before setting out, but I also have to get myself ready, and there isn’t time for both.
 
         
             

         
 
         As I back away from the mirror, and as the seconds decay, so my reflection does too; my hair is lank and flat as ever. Stephanie’s favourite words of wisdom nag like an external conscience. Honey, it’s all in the hair. Men are like magpies. They like shiny.
         
 
         My hair is shiny all right but not from being clean. What if he wants to touch it? If I wash it, I’ll be late for certain. I run downstairs in search of the phone. Bloody Stephanie, why does she have to live in that godforsaken hole? I tap at the numbers, and in two rings have skipped across the raging Atlantic and into Steph’s crackling hello.
 
         ‘Steph, I think my hair needs washing, but I’ll be late if I wash it now. What would you do?’
 
         ‘Honey, you mean you didn’t just wash it anyway? You’ve had a shower though, right?’
 
         I reserve the right to remain silent during this kind of interrogation.
 
         ‘Oh god. Okay, no one gets anywhere on time these days, he’ll expect you to be late. Go girl.’
 
         I’ve already let her down, not a good start.
         
 
         ‘Thanks Steph. Sorry, I’m a bit nervous. I’ll call you tomorrow.’
 
         ‘I’ll be waiting.’ And it’s clear from the tone of her voice that she’ll be expecting the worst.
 
         I throw the phone onto the bed. Calm down. He can wait. I try to picture Noah losing his temper, but it would be easier to imagine a day without rain. I breathe in deeply and glide into the bathroom, where I dunk my head into a basin of cold water, then re-emerge with my hair twirled up in the orange cloth I call a towel and stand by the open window and call upon the surging weir to soothe my nerves. But the blast of fresh air teases out the noxious glue-smell that lurks in the very fibres of my clothes.
 
         However badly I smell, Noah is unlikely to notice. He is bound to be carrying the pungent odours of the market on him: goat’s cheese and rotting vegetables, their scent clinging to his clothes, his skin, the knotted strands of his hair. I know my own scent exactly, its transitions and phases, overpowering and repellent, warm and sweet, and sometimes I sit with my legs apart just to breathe it in.
 
         The wardrobe door has been closed for so long it has warped and jammed shut. I tug at it with both hands, but it would sooner tip over and crush me than reveal its innermost secrets. With my next effort it comes free, with a nonchalance that suggests it was only waiting to be asked nicely. The mirror behind the door has silvered at the edges and corners. Its general discoloration casts an attractive yellow glow onto my anaemic pallor. Looking good, I tell myself.
 
         My reflection is cut off at the knees. I push the door away for a less amputated, less blurred vision of myself, sticking out a leg to stop it as it swings back towards me. I wobble there, the door resting against my big toe, then let it go and turn to block it with my body while I rummage through the rail of musty clothes.
         
 
         For godsakes don’t wear your pollocks, Stephanie would say, given the opportunity, referring to my painting clothes. Stephanie always wears black, because blondes should always wear black. Does the reverse then apply to me? Should I wear white? In our minds’ eyes we have been cryogenically frozen since we last met, whole droughts, hurricanes and tsunamis ago. Our refusal to dwell upon the changes that have been forced upon us is a source of comfort to us both, part of our game. I resort to throwing off the clothes I am wearing and putting them all back on again in a different order. I shake out my damp hair and am ready to go.
 
         Everything I pass on the way out I acknowledge as if for the last time. I am hoping to return with an altered perspective, that after tonight I’ll see it all through Noah’s eyes, as I once saw it through Jason’s. The potential is breathtaking. I wave goodbye to the status quo with a handclap and head outside.
 
         It feels like cheating to use the wagon, but Edale is too far away to walk and to refuse to take it now would be to deny it its purpose. I press the button that starts the engine and it fires up in an instant. The clock is working but I choose not to trouble myself with the convoluted calculation necessary to determine the correct time. The clock in the wagon has always run exactly five hours and twenty minutes behind. New York time. To change it now would seem somehow dismissive of Stephanie, and that would be a mistake given her pivotal role in this situation. I don’t need to know how late I am. Time is an obsolete concept, I remind myself. There is today, yesterday and, sometimes, tomorrow, and if it weren’t for the weather they would all be pretty much the same.
         
 
         A fine mist has rolled over the wall from the river, hangs like a nosy neighbour over the lane and the fields beyond. The wagon bounces and splashes through potholes and over stones, and, although the going is slow, its progress is proportionate to my awakening sense of adventure.
 
         
             

         
 
         By the time I reach Rushup Edge, the valley below is a broad black pit. In this more exposed place I must battle with the weight of the wind that gusts against the side of the cab. I steer off the main road and up the short, steep run to the crest of Mam Tor. At the top, I switch to neutral and turn off the engine. Below, in the obscurity, Hope Valley stretches an invisible, leering grin.
 
         The wagon rolls forward, slow at first then picking up speed on the steep, twisting descent. My foot hovers begrudgingly over the brake, ready to apply pressure whenever excitement is nagged by common sense. I imagine him below, watching my headlights weave closer. I coast into the dip and lose speed. On the final bend before the village, I restart the engine and creep the last few hundred yards to the Nag’s Head. The car park is empty. As I cross to the silent pub, I glance a wish up to invisible stars.
 
         I lift the latch and stand in the open doorway. Once upon a time, this pub was the focal point for a whole community, albeit a diverse and transient one, its long tables crammed with chattering families and groups of walkers thawing out at the end of a long day’s hike, passing around chips for communal dipping. Hot toddies and mulled wine soothed their bones and warmed their aching muscles. A long time since.
         
 
         One brave step forward reveals that a log fire is still blazing away in the snug. Two men on high stools sit at opposite ends of the bar. One of them directs a murmured comment towards the other via the barman who, leaning with his elbows on the bar reading a news-sheet, catches each word and passes it on verbatim, as if the language is no longer strong enough to manage the full distance unaided. No one looks up. With no talking or action to move it around, the air is as still as in a painting. A Hopper revisited in yellow and brown. I am the character you cannot see, just out of frame.
 
         At last, the barman raises his head to look in my direction, which is sufficient encouragement for me to give up the safe haven of the doorway.
 
         ‘What can I get you, love?’
 
         He doesn’t seem to find my arrival at all odd. Perhaps he has been told to expect me.
 
         ‘I’ve only got brew.’
 
         Noah sometimes has brew at the market but I’ve never tried it. As there’s no alternative I order a small glass. It didn’t occur to me to bring anything with me to trade, but he seems not to mind.
 
         ‘I’ll bring it over, love. Where are you sitting?’
 
         I point towards the snug, then turn to follow my own directions, choosing a seat at the table closest to the fire, not so much for its warmth but because I imagine it will look good to be engrossed in watching the flames when Noah arrives.
 
         It is only when I turn to thank the barman for bringing my drink that I realise I am not alone.
 
         ‘Excuse me,’ I say to the barman, ‘is there anyone in any of the other rooms?’
         
 
         ‘No, love, they’re all shut up. Waiting for someone, eh?’
 
         I smile my reply and the barman moves away.
 
         Backed into the far corner of the snug is a man, the top of his yellow head illuminated by a flickering wall-light. His skin is insipid and green-tinged, and, while his eyes are wide and angry, the generality of his face is of little interest to a painter such as myself. A downcast shadow hovers over lips devoid of blood or passion. I turn away casually as his eyes flick in my direction.
 
         ‘Excuse me. Are you Rachel?’
 
         His voice is not unpleasant and has a power and depth out of keeping with his appearance. I look back at him but say nothing.
 
         ‘I’m a friend of Noah’s,’ he says. ‘He’s going to be late. He asked me to come and let you know. Keep you company until he arrives.’
 
         I continue to stare. The man stands. He has my attention.
 
         ‘Do you mind if I join you?’ He moves towards the fire. ‘I’m sure he’ll not be long.’
 
         The reflected glow of the flames lends a false vitality to his cheeks. He waits a few moments out of politeness, expecting my invitation. When none is forthcoming, he moves in behind me anyway. The screech of a chair being scraped over the flags stings my ears. One of the men at the bar throws a disinterested glance in our direction.
 
         Seated now, Noah’s friend extends a hand across the table, which I pretend not to see.
 
         ‘White. Jez White.’ He smiles. At full stretch, his mouth measures no more than an inch and a half across. I muster a hello in return. His glass is empty. I return to my flame-watching, ignoring the pressure to engage in conversation, until his presence annoys me to such a degree that I am forced to speak.
         
 
         ‘There’s no need for you to wait, I’ll be fine, thanks.’
 
         ‘It’s no bother.’
 
         Another smile, which I don’t acknowledge because I am busy pondering how different it would be if Steph were here, or Jason. They would know how to get rid of him. But of course if Jason were here then I wouldn’t be, or at least not for the same reason. So he stays put. Keeping his stare constant in my direction, he cuts a criss-cross pattern into the edge of the table with the nail of his index finger.
 
         ‘How do you know Noah, then?’ I say, keeping my gaze on the fire.
 
         ‘We worked together at the solar plant in Warrington, before the floods, like, and when he was on the road. He’s said some very nice things about you.’
 
         I conceal my surprise. ‘What do you do now?’
 
         ‘I’m a sculptor. I survive,’ he says. ‘Do you do anything?’
 
         ‘I’m an artist too. A painter.’
 
         ‘What do you paint, then?’
 
         ‘Landscapes mostly these days.’
 
         I wish I’d kept quiet.
 
         ‘What about people? How would you paint me, for instance?’
 
         I deny myself the pleasure of telling him it would be hard to find a less fascinating subject; he is after all a friend of Noah’s, and it might get back.
 
         ‘Well, as all I know about you is your name, I would paint you in white, in a white room, like a ghost.’
 
         ‘Mmm, I like that idea. You must be a great artist.’
 
         His tone is devoid of flattery, accompanied as it is by a smirk that hollows his cheekbones. I lift my glass to my lips; the body of my drink turns crimson in the firelight. He’s not finished. ‘So then, are you in the camp that thinks the Impressionists were just a bunch of short-sighted realists?’
         
 
         I consider leaving, but then the pub door opens, as if nudged in by the breeze, and I turn an expectant blush towards the newcomer. But it is an elderly man who enters the bar, neck bent so far forward that his eyes see nothing but the stone flags passing under his feet. He raises his stick an inch off the ground and waggles it in greeting, first in the direction of the bar, then towards the snug. I smile to myself and turn back to the fire. A slow roll of voices starts up behind me and eases the tension.
 
         ‘Would you like me to check if there’s a bedroom available for you? Perhaps you would rather wait upstairs.’
 
         ‘No, it’s fine, thanks.’ I down a large swig of brew. If he won’t go then I will. ‘I think I’ll go home now. I’m not very good at waiting.’ I stand, a little wobbly from the brew. ‘If Noah turns up, please ask him to call me.’ Then, remembering my manners, ‘It was nice to meet you.’
 
         ‘Night love,’ the barman calls as I raise the latch on the door. I turn to wave but if he even looked up to speak he has already lowered his head back to his news-sheet. The old man raises his stick in farewell, but not his eyes.
 
         The night is darker than ever after the pub’s glow. Clouds have thickened overhead, herded together by the roiling wind. I hurry to the wagon, resisting the urge to look over my shoulder. I open the door and climb in, slam the door and start the engine.
 
         The turbines beyond Rushup loom like ghosts out of the darkness, their blades motionless in the squally wind. It would have been safer to stay at the pub. If the wagon runs out of power now I will be in serious trouble. By coasting down the hills I should be able to conserve enough power to get me home. I hold my breath to suppress any show of disappointment, even to myself, but a pricking sensation fizzes at the tips of my fingers. By the time I reach the gates at the end of my lane, the wind is howling enough for the both of us.
         
 
          
         
 
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         
             

         
 
         
            8.9.43 
            
 
            She threw back her head, my beautiful Paloma, so that her body moved in one swooping swerve from bending to upright. Her glossy black hair fanned out like a peacock’s tail then tumbled, poker-straight and glistening, onto her perfect shoulders. She will come to me slowly, in her little yellow wagon. I will place my hands on top of her head and let them slide, all the way down. My beautiful dove, my sparkling Paloma, she stood in the doorway, expectant as a new arrival at a party, waiting to be announced. But no one rushed forward to greet her, not even me. Poor Paloma, she had to make that first step towards the realisation of our shared destiny alone. Is it more than I can hope for to feature in her thoughts for just a fraction of the time she occupies mine? There is an attraction between us that could fire a whole community for a year, so powerful we can hardly bear to look at each other. No words can express our primal bond; it has existed since the birth of time. We are Adam and Eve. And Noah is the snake. I will banish him from her thoughts. She is beautiful and shy, just as I predicted she would be, but clear and confident too. I need to see her once more and then she’ll be mine. 
            
 
            3.18am. ¾ orgasm. kneeling. 
            
 
            5.22pm. full orgasm. standing.
            

         
 
          
         
 
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         
             

         
 
         Outside, the poltergeist wind hurls itself about. With each gust raindrops clatter against the shutters, as if a million marksmen, lined up on the canal path beyond, have cocked their bows and released their arrows at my window.
         
 
         Under siege. I stand in the centre of the living room, staring at nothing. The dim yellow bulb flickers overhead, its feeble impact on the gloom serving only to accentuate the room’s dark corners. I swivel round to fix my gaze on the panel that leans, like the insolent stranger it is, against the wall. The size lends its surface an unnatural softness, has transformed the rough to bumpy smooth. I dab at it with a finger. Jason would have insisted on applying another coat, but I don’t have the energy. Instead I collapse onto the sofa. Today’s determination has become tonight’s diminished resolve. I pick up a book, my only book, from the floor. It’s too dark to read, but just holding it brings some comfort, the light pressure of it against my chest reminds me that at least I’m still breathing. My eyelids droop. I roll onto my back and lie still. The book dangles unopened at the end of my outstretched arm, then falls to the floor.
 
         
             

         
 
         A clap of thunder fit to herald the end of the world wakes me. My eyes open wide, blind in the pitch dark, my heart thumping in my ears, breath locked into my lungs. I dare it to come. I dare it to come and get me. It comes. A rumble rolls in low from the distant west and cracks the sky directly overhead, wrenches it apart, shakes the island to its root. And then it bursts; a symbiotic concoction of wind and rain explodes against the shutters. My eyelids droop again in relief. But I shiver in the temperature drop. I’ve been static for too long.
         
 
         Underpinning the elemental discord is my own breath, each beat in its regular easy rhythm a pathetic stab at stability. I force myself back into a slow doze, into a dream of being watched. The watcher, like a lonely sun, devours my every move, exposed in a bleached landscape where escape and shade are wistful memories. The shutters rattle me awake again. This storm does not allow sleep.
 
         My feet twist to the floor, and with eyes squeezed shut I feel my way across the room. Every day my sight deteriorates a little more. One day I’ll go blind from living so long in the half-light. Would my life really be so different? The unknown is the unknown whether you can see or not.
 
         My hands locate the torch, fumble for its handle and begin to wind, my weary muscles grateful for the brief rest that follows each click as it turns. I flick the switch and it casts its wide yellow eye onto the sofa. I climb back under the covers to read, with the torch wedged into the gap between wall and sofa, illuminating the well beneath my chin.
 
         I push the book up into the beam and inspect the fluffed paper at the corner tips, and the cracks and flaws that emboss its otherwise smooth surface. I part the pages at random, an action so habitual that the book always falls open at the same place. Chance has become certainty. Without flicking forwards or backwards from this random point, I read aloud to myself. My eyes rest briefly on each word, more from a sense of obligation than the need to communicate them to my mouth, then pass on. This tale is so familiar; at least I will still be able to read to myself when I do eventually go blind.
         
 
         
            Once upon a time there was a poor child, had no father and no mother, everyone was dead and there was no one left in all the world. Everyone dead, and the child went out and cried both day and night. And, seeing there was nobody left on earth, she wanted to go up to heaven, and the moon gave her such a friendly look, and when in the end she came to the moon, it was a lump of rotten wood, so she went to the sun, and when she came to the sun, it was a withered sunflower, and when she came to the stars, they were tiny golden insects, stuck there as though by a butcher-bird on blackthorn, and when she wanted to come back to earth again, the earth was an upturned cookpot, and she was all alone, so she sat down and cried, and she’s sitting there still, all on her own.
            

         
 
         I read to the end of the passage three times, comforted by the sound of my own voice. I have never experienced loneliness, never felt it as a tangible presence. I close the book, switch off the torch, place them both on the floor and wait for sleep. For sometimes sleep is the only way of passing from one end of the day to the next.
 
         I dream on oblivious, even as the wind subsides to a harmless whisper and the overhead light flutters back to life. When I do wake, I mistake the pounding in my head for the continuing storm.
         
 
         I squeeze my eyes into a tight clench and let them spring open again, but the pain has already taken root. I roll off the sofa onto all fours, pull myself up and shuffle towards the warmth of the kitchen, where there is nothing to eat. I flop downstairs, pull on my boots and hurry across the courtyard. The yellow-grey storm light lingers. Or it may be the approach of night.
 
         There are three eggs again. I take them in and set them on the stove to cook; the pan lid rattles in the sporadic puffs of steam that erupt from the eggy mess below. Meanwhile I go upstairs to raise the bedroom shutters.
 
         As the heavy blinds creak up into their rests, a movement on the canal towpath catches the corner of my eye. I turn my head in its direction, expecting to witness the languorous swoop of the heron, but instead my curiosity is rewarded with a rare sighting. Up on the path is a man, his coat, luminous against the grey sky, flapping in the breeze. Raindrops race across the windowpane like sperm towards an unfertilised egg; a living, moving curtain that separates me from the outside world and distorts and bends the stranger out of shape. I daren’t open the window for fear of being seen, but peer across. At this distance I cannot tell which way he is looking. Nor is there evidence in any direction of anything likely to attract and hold his attention so. He has no umbrella. Maybe he is lost. I could call out, offer him shelter, but don’t.
 
         A distant rattling demands my attention. The eggs! I take the stairs two at a time, then, stifling the heat of the handle with a towel, scrape the pan from the hotplate. I make for the stairs again, shovelling a spoonful of egg into my mouth as I go. The metallic aftertaste of the spoon makes a stronger impression on my tastebuds than the food does. My foot catches against the riser of the top stair and I lurch forward onto the landing. The spoon hits the floor. By the time I have resumed my position at the window, the stranger has gone.
         
 
         I open the window and lean out for a longer view, but whoever it is has vanished. Whoever it is, he is not getting away. I scrape into the blackened crust at the bottom of the pan and force the last of the egg down my throat, then dump the pan on the floor and rush to find my jacket and go out to the park.
 
         
             

         
 
         Once a luscious paradise, the mansion gardens are now an impenetrable jungle, raped and pillaged of their once-famous diversity by the rhododendrons that have smothered everything in their path. The meconopsis bed no longer winks a fragile turquoise gaze at the sky, but is reduced to a miniature forest of short hairy stumps that taper from green to sodden black. The lawns are a spawning ground for the elephant plants and flag irises that creep inland from the lake and at certain times of year, no longer determined by the seasons, are a moving carpet of baby frogs.
 
         A few anaemic petals cling to the wiry twig of a rose bush. The notion that the stranger may be watching nearby affects my behaviour. I reach up and pull the inadequate bloom to my face, attempting to light my eyes with the inspiration of one destined to paint all the colours missing from the world. In my fervour I dislodge the petals and watch them float earthwards while the remaining woody bobble comes away in my hand and the thorny spindle, relieved of its burden, springs back to dance and nod in the swoop of the breeze. I look casually about, rolling the rosehip in my palm, and then toss it towards the nearest puddle. It lands with a click on a floating leaf. I look around again. No one.
         
 
         In the vegetable beds the feathery tops of the carrots are already filling out. I twist one with both hands until it breaks, and push it into my mouth. Saliva spreads its bitter juice over my tongue; tiny green hairs embed themselves in the cracks between my teeth. I dismiss my imagined audience by spitting a large globule of bright green mulch to the ground.
 
         I take measure of the encroaching dusk and decide there is time enough to dig up some potatoes before nightfall. I remove my jacket and spread it on the ground, then lift the fork, stab it into the earth, and press all my weight down onto the handle. Working it backwards and forwards I push it deeper still. I try not to think about Noah, but everyday tasks are so much more enjoyable when there are more confusing matters to be distracted from. I pull the handle low to the earth, and watch the plant at the other end rise up. Then, anchoring the fork with my foot, I grasp the plant by its stem and shake it off. A mix of earthy clods and young potatoes drop back into the ridge. I throw the leafy part over my shoulder and root around for the spuds, free them from the clumps of soil that encase them and toss them onto my jacket.
 
         When I’m done, I tie the hood and bottom of my jacket together to create a makeshift sack. I tie the sleeves round my middle to hold it securely in place and clutch the bundle to my belly like an instant pregnancy. The yellow eye of the torch guides me out of the gardens. If anyone is near they will surely see me now. But no one comes. I am alone, and my solitude stretches around me and into the distance as far as the eye can see.
         
 
         The phone is ringing as I stumble through the mill; it is still ringing when I run up the stairs. Let it be Noah. I throw myself onto the sofa, potato bulge and all, and summon up my sweetest voice.
 
         ‘Hello?’
 
         ‘Where’ve you been? I’ve been waiting for you to call me.’ It’s Stephanie. Stephanie never calls me.
 
         ‘Oh god, sorry, Steph. I did try but the lines have been out for days, what with the storms.’
 
         ‘So, what happened?’
 
         ‘Um… just a minute.’
 
         I put the phone down to loosen the sleeves round my waist and let the potato bundle drop to the floor. Spuds roll in all directions. ‘Sorry, I’ve only just got in.’
 
         ‘Is he there with you?’
         
 
         For Stephanie the use of a telephone is a mere formality. Her whisper is louder than a normal person’s shout.
 
         ‘I mean, how’d it go?’
 
         ‘No, of course he’s not here. It went fine.’
 
         ‘What d’you mean it went fine? Did you sleep with him?’
 
         ‘Well, no, but we both wanted to.’
 
         ‘So what was stopping you? Public opinion? You liked him, right?’ There is no time for me to answer. Stephanie quick-fires another question right over the top of the last. ‘And he likes you?’
 
         ‘Well, I assume so. He asked to see me again.’
 
         ‘Great. You even kiss him?’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         Oh god, here we go.
         
 
         ‘On the lips? Where?’
 
         ‘Steph, this is like the Spanish Inquisition.’
 
         ‘Sorry hon, but outside of the obvious, this is the single most exciting thing that’s happened to me for years. I need detail.’
 
         I pause for a second to wonder why it is that whenever I need time with Stephanie the line always cuts out, but today, when I am slow-witted and dull, when I have dug myself into a hole I can’t easily clamber out of, I have all the time in the world. There’s only one thing for it. I press the connect button and cut her off.
 
         I bury the phone under the blankets on the sofa, so that if it rings again I won’t hear it. I never thought I could do such a thing, not to Stephanie at any rate. I don’t know why I even bothered with Noah in the first place. I should have just made it all up from the start. That way I could have kept control of the situation and entertained Stephanie at the same time. All I can do now is hope to hear from Noah soon so that my lies can be made prophecy.
 
         
             

         
 
         The day is bland and warm as summer, a fine drizzle issues from a plain white sky, and in fact, if you were just going off the look of things, it could be summer.
         
 
         The phone is ringing. I drop the bucket and it hits the ground with a clang that sends the chickens flapping and squawking away. It’s probably Stephanie, in which case I am ready with the final thread, which will tie the bow on my little pack of lies. Why not? It will only make her happy to think of me in love; will make her think she is winning. All the same, a worm of discomfort in my stomach makes me hope it isn’t her. I don’t like to cheat. The chickens jostle in on the spilled potatoes, pecking at each other in their desperation, the weak butting the weaker with their puny chests. I get to the phone, out of breath.
         
 
         ‘Hello, Rachel, it’s me, Noah.’
 
         ‘Oh.’
 
         ‘I’m ringing to apologise about the other night. The chain broke on my bike. I hope my friend looked after you. He thought you were lovely.’
 
         I resist the temptation to tell him his friend’s feelings are not reciprocated. Nor can I quite summon the energy to be cross with him.
 
         ‘Can we make another date? I’d love to make it up to you, if you’ll let me?’ He hesitates, waiting for a response that doesn’t come. I want him to suffer as I had to in the company of his hideous friend. ‘How about tonight… Are you there?’
 
         ‘Yes, okay.’
 
         ‘Good. At eight?’
 
         ‘All right,’ I say. ‘Where?’
 
         ‘I could come to you?’
 
         ‘No. I don’t think so.’
 
         ‘Then how about Alderley Edge; we could go for a walk or something?’
 
         Or something. Most of my waking hours are spent wandering about; it isn’t really what I would choose to do for romantic entertainment, but put on the spot I am unable to come up with a better suggestion. Maybe that’s what people do now, couples. What else is there?
 
         ‘Okay then,’ I say. ‘I’ll see you there.’
 
         The chickens have made short work of the potatoes and are now scattered about the courtyard, pecking idly at the ground or engaged in the preening of ragged feathers. I scrape up mashed lumps from the ground, each one embossed with the skeletal imprint of a four-toed culprit, and scoop them into the bucket.
         
 
         Given the excited, hope-filled hours that preceded my rendezvous at Edale, and the disappointment that followed, the most I can allow myself now is an uplifted sense of resignation. I wipe my sticky hands on my jumper. Alderley Edge. Closer than Edale but still miles away.
 
         The panel is ready for painting, but the thought of starting work induces an overwhelming lethargy. My mind sifts again through previously discarded ideas and rejects all of them for a second and third time. There’s no reason to paint any more. There are no more stories to tell, and no one to appreciate them if there were. No matter which direction my thoughts follow, they are consistent only in the pattern of their wanderings and their ultimate destination: pick up a wave, ride it, then tumble full circle to land slap-bang in the middle of self-pity. It must be the weather. I return to the house for a nap.
 
         The ringing phone wakes me. It’s probably Noah with some flimsy excuse. If I don’t answer he won’t be able to blow me out; he can’t let me down twice. So I don’t answer. I shift my attention to the stagnant air that hangs warm and moist at the open windows and wait for the ringing to stop. My body is sticky on the outside but my insides are chilled by sleep. I roll onto my back and stare at nothing, scanning my insides for some indication of how I might be feeling. When nothing occurs to me I roll reluctantly to the floor, crawl to the window and pull myself to my feet.
 
         I close each window in turn, winding the shutters down as I go. Then, unable to find any further excuse to delay my departure, I leave the house.
 
         As I pull in at Alderley Edge, I notice the outline of another vehicle, hidden in the shadows on the far side of the car park. Square and sleek with blacked-out windows, this type of car was banned long before the burnouts. I park close to the exit, as far as possible from the other car, in case someone is living in it and my arrival gives them a fright.
         
 
         I switch off the engine and the world falls for a moment into silence. A silence that is immediately broken by the crack of the other car starting up, which cuts through the peace like a mistimed echo. The car inches backwards, and creeping night reclaims the void beyond the flare of its headlights. In my rear-view mirror, I watch its languid shadow spread deep into the woodland.
 
         The car ignores the exit and instead swings round, sending a sweep of reflected light across my face, and crunches to a dead stop alongside the wagon. I stare straight ahead, my ears picking up the thud of the car door and the scuff of the driver’s feet on the uneven ground. My fingers rest lightly on the door handle at my side.
 
         A human shape fills my side mirror. I push open the door and step out, raise my eyes in readiness to greet Noah’s soft brown ones.
 
         ‘We meet again.’ Jez White grins.
 
         My hand refuses to let go of the closing wagon door. I glance over his left shoulder, hoping to see Noah emerge from the passenger side of the car. But both doors remain shut and its blackened windows offer nothing but my own gaunt reflection. All colour negated by the night.
 
         ‘Lovely night,’ he says, lifting his chin towards the sky while keeping his eyes fixed on my face. He is almost my height. His dirty blond hair is weaker and thinner in the moonlight; a smile twists his mouth out of shape. I hold his stare to mask my irritation.
         
 
         ‘Where’s Noah this time?’ My words allow my eyes to stray from his without admission of defeat.
 
         ‘He shouldn’t be long. I told him I would wait with you until he gets here. It could be dangerous out here at night.’
 
         Then why would I feel safer alone? I shift my weight into my right hip. He stands fast. Questions squat in my mind, ready to pounce should my mouth open, but no such opportunity presents itself. In the tally of status points White is winning, and he cannot resist exploiting his lead.
 
         ‘He said if we’re cold we should start walking and he’ll catch us up. I’ve brought a flashlight.’
 
         My glare is enough to slow him down, but not to discourage him.
 
         ‘Or we can wait here, of course.’ He gestures towards his car.
 
         I find a word. ‘No.’ And then another. ‘Thanks.’ My eyes remain fixed now, not leaving his face for even a moment, penetrating, gaining ground. I refuse to be intimidated by this little man. But when will it be all right to stop being polite to him? At last he looks away and I jerk my hand down on the door handle. In a whisper the door is open and I position myself at the wheel. White turns back, amused, and leans forward to peer in at me. Laughing. His face is so close it’s a blur. I force a smile and raise a hand to the window. His hand reaches for the door, but he is too late. The wagon jerks backwards, compelling him to step away.
 
         If Noah is really on his way then I’ll pass him coming up. I try to focus my attention on the road ahead, but my eyes persist in flicking to the rear-view mirror. No sign of White in pursuit. Nor is there the tiniest speck of a bicycle lamp ahead. The wagon’s battery is losing its charge and the headlights are fading as the wagon drifts homeward past looming houses that are restored momentarily in the bluish light of the headlamps, which reglaze windows, retile roofs and renovate whole buildings. The mangled cars that stand in their driveways, the redundant machinery of past lives, are testament to the reality of an inescapable past. Driving slow. Or anti-fast. The obsessive belief in the value and power of speed, which once confused the blurring of things one would rather not see with progress, has at last been recognised as folly, at least by most.
         
 
         At last the appearance of the park wall at Dunham rouses me from my thoughts. I jump out of the cab to haul apart the gates that are the final barrier between safety and me, and drive through without stopping. I park in the lane, clamber up the steps to the walkway. Home. Where, through sheer force of will, I submerge myself into a worrisome dream, in which a thin, fragile version of myself, lit by an intermittent moon, creeps barefoot towards the gates. The wind howls, but I am deaf to its warning and continue with my creeping, head down, hair streaming. I call to my dreamself to turn and go back, but she doesn’t so much as look up. I am swallowed up by the blackness until I am no more than a pale glimmer of life, creeping, creeping. Trees crash around me, blocking my way, but nothing can deter me. The river hurls itself at the wall, but I am at the gates now, and the wind is too strong and the gates too heavy. I cannot pull them all the way to. All my strength cannot shut out the storm. I turn towards home. A car’s headlights appear in the gap between the gates behind me, stretching my long thin shadow back to the mill, weakening me. The trees and the wind and the water are quiet. I stand alone in the light.
         
 
         Sweating, heart racing, I scramble to my feet. I left the gates open!
 
         
             

         
 
         The mill is deserted and silent but for the wavering beam of my torch and the chirrup of baby mice. Out on the walkway the weather is unchanged; the only sound is the surging applause of the weir. The charm of my surroundings is not lost in the moonless night and I breathe it in for courage as I stride out into the lane and canter towards the gates. Imagining the purr of a car engine somewhere beyond the park wall, I accelerate to a sprint. I haul each gate in turn, sweeping two ridges of earth and stones into the lane. One final wrench and the gates meet. I ease the bolts home and rest my clammy forehead against the cool metal. This is all Jason’s fault.
 
          
         
 
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         
             

         
 
         
            9.9.43 
            
 
            Even in the night she shines. 
            
 
            1.08am. 3/4 orgasm. missionary.
            

         
 
          
         
 
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         
             

         
 
         Another two days and nights pass before the weather is calm enough for me to make the journey to the market. I fidget my way through, mixing paints, making bread, and planning Noah’s chastisement. Ideas circle my head like midges, shadow my every move but never land. Words change direction with the wind. The fantasy is this: Noah’s contrition, provoked by my feigned reluctance to accept an apology, allows me to gain advantage over him.
         
 
         But when at last I barge into the market, without even stopping first to check if he is alone, the reality is so different from the fantasy that I could never have been prepared for it. He smiles and waves as usual, even winks, without a hint of self-reproach, his ‘Hello Rachel’ is as sweet and calm as you like.
 
         I respond in a dry monotone, to let him know he is out of grace, and it works; he stops smiling immediately and launches his defence.
 
         ‘I’m sorry I haven’t called. Only I’ve been busy. And when I have had time, the phones have been out.’ There is an edge of panic in his voice, which I hope my facial expression will do nothing to allay.
 
         ‘Okay, so why didn’t you show up?’
 
         The violence of my outburst seems to surprise him. We face each other with suspicion. His is light, wary of being the butt of a secret joke, weighing gravity in one dark eye and mirth in the other, ready to laugh if the situation requires. Mine runs deeper.
         
 
         ‘Pardon?’
 
         I repeat myself, but louder this time so he can understand, a technique learned from Stephanie. My voice shakes.
 
         A shadow passes over Noah’s face as his mind sifts for the appropriate response. His eyes twitch from one side to the other, coming to rest intermittently on my face. Then he shrugs and the tension breaks.
 
         ‘I’m sorry Rachel, I don’t really know what you mean.’
 
         I seek out the frayed cord that dangles from the front of my jacket, and twist it round my middle finger.
 
         ‘All right. Twice we arrange to meet, and twice you don’t turn up. And who is Jez White?’
 
         ‘Jez White?’ Noah frowns, relieved at the apparent change of subject, and at having a real question to consider. Although he would prefer one he can answer. ‘I’ve no idea. Why?’
 
         I help him out. ‘The man who turns up instead of you whenever we arrange to meet? Your friend? Does that help?’ Sarcasm has never been my forte. Tears have, however.
 
         ‘Look, come and sit down and I’ll warm up some tea.’
 
         He is clearly rattled, and playing for time. I follow his lead to an area behind the rack of musty-smelling clothes where a single armchair sits battered and sagging next to a stove. I wonder if he sleeps here when the weather stops him getting home.
 
         He disarms me of my umbrella and hooks it over the end of the rail, gesturing at me to sit. Calmed by the warmth of the stove, I struggle to keep my defences keen as I watch him swish the tea around in a pan, prolonging the silence, avoiding the conversation that must be continued whether he likes it or not.
         
 
         He is shorter than I remember. But taller than White. The contours of his shoulder blades move in unison beneath his sweater, coming together then pulling apart again, like two bodies at play in the night. If memory serves.
 
         It sounds stupid, but Jason is the only man I have ever slept with. Stephanie is not party to this information. He was the hypnotherapist who identified my recurring nightmares as premonitions. He took me on. The template of our sexual practice was drawn up the very first time we slept together, like an irreversible scientific formula. We approached each other as strangers would, in silence, in darkness, neither of us daring to look at the other’s naked body. Jason would climb into bed first and lie there on his back, eyes shut, feigning sleep while I undressed with my back to him. When at last I slid in beside him he would stretch out an arm, eyes still closed, and roll me in towards him. We would lie there, our breathing affected, gentle fingers tapping at the skin of the other until at last we would kiss; the short tentative pecks of children. Our sex was fluid and seamless as in a dream. A serious affair. No laughter. No talking. We would doze off in languid motion, separate in sleep, and begin the next day as strangers once more. The times I have wondered how it would feel to sleep with another man, rubbed my own hands over my skin to emulate the touch of a stranger.
 
         Noah’s outstretched hand shakes as he passes me the tea. Nerves. Or the remnant of disease.
 
         I take the bowl in both hands and blow onto the hot liquid. Noah drags a sack of beans closer to the stove and slumps onto it.
 
         ‘How old are you?’ I say.
         
 
         ‘Thirty-four?’
 
         ‘You look younger.’
 
         ‘I might well be.’
 
         We both smile. In truth neither of us is in a rush to rekindle our earlier discussion but it hangs between us, a void that cannot be filled with meaningless banter. Noah swigs his tea then makes the first move.
 
         ‘So,’ he says, measuring each word for accuracy, careful not to offend. ‘You think you arrange to meet me, but when you get there someone else turns up who says he’s a friend of mine?’
 
         ‘Whoever I spoke to said they were you.’
 
         ‘Did it sound like me? Where did you meet him?’
 
         ‘I didn’t really think about it. Edale the first time. Then Alderley Edge. He’s got a big old car from before the burnouts. You must know him. Did you ever work at the solar plant?’
 
         ‘Yes, for a bit.’
 
         ‘Well, that’s where he knows you from.’
 
         Noah screws up his face and shrugs. ‘I don’t know who it could be. Plenty of people I know worked there. What does he look like?’
 
         ‘Thin. Yellow hair. Mean eyes. Perhaps he comes in here.’
 
         My portrayal rings no bells for Noah, but as I reel off my description an idea occurs to me. I keep it to myself for the time being.
 
         ‘The thing is, Rachel,’ he says, his tone more apologetic now but not quite riddled with the remorse I had hoped for. He thinks I am making it all up to manipulate him into spending time with me. ‘The thing is, as I said before, I hadn’t even got round to calling you. To be honest, I lost your number the day you gave it to me.’
         
 
         I turn the bowl round and round between my palms, creating miniature waves that lick at the rim and threaten to spill over.
 
         Noah prattles on, something about knowing everyone in the area, but I have shut down, withdrawn, picked up and tiptoed away leaving an empty wax shell, that sits and stares into a bowl of tea to hold the fort in my absence. When I get home I’ll call Stephanie and tell her the truth. I’ll lose some ground but maybe she’ll help me puzzle this out.
 
         It is only when Noah calls out a greeting that I become aware of another presence in the market. I shrink lower in my chair. Without listening, I register the twittering tones of a young woman and the rustle of paper. Noah returns to his sack after an unusually rapid transaction.
 
         ‘One of the New Dawners,’ he says, with a wink.
 
         Now I wish I had paid attention. I scrutinise his face, his smooth brown skin, wondering if he is trustworthy. If I trust him at all, choose to believe his version of events, then nothing that has happened makes any sense. I have never had the brain for puzzles. Jason was the logistical one, the clever one. Noah meets my gaze, and I am none the wiser. I elect to avoid the challenge altogether by reminding myself to check the blue bucket situation on the way home. If it has blown down I’ll take it as a sign that events are working in my favour and Noah is telling the truth.
 
         He has just repeated something for the third time. Hoping to summon a response. He seems pissed off, angry even. Time to go. It’s clear he isn’t prepared to help. I don’t know if I can trust him and have no way of finding out. But I do have an idea that might force him to be straight with me and am keen to get home and put it into action. I unhook my umbrella from the rail.
         
 
         ‘I’d best get going.’
 
         Noah jumps to his feet. Over-animated in his relief, he slaps his pockets in search of his stubby pencil.
 
         ‘Give me your number again,’ he says, handing me a scrap of paper. ‘If I come up with anything I’ll call you.’
 
         ‘No.’
 
         If whoever it was that called me before should call again I will need to determine if it’s Noah or an impostor. For now I will have to take him at his word.
 
         ‘I’ll come back when I’ve had time to think,’ I say. I head for the door, and then stop. ‘What’s your mother’s name?’
 
         ‘She’s dead. A long time since.’
 
         ‘That doesn’t matter.’
 
         ‘Well, okay, if you say so. It’s Zara.’
 
         If whoever it is calls again, I can ask them that same question. If it is Noah he will give the right answer. Unless he is playing games with me, of course. At the very least I will know for certain if it isn’t Noah. Or will I? I’m no good at this.
 
         I take the long route home, nauseous with confusion, unable to focus on the questions never mind come up with any answers, but convinced of being the victim of someone’s perverse entertainment. I pass the House of the New Dawn without breaking stride. The point of my umbrella scrapes a chalky trail on the road’s surface behind me.
 
         In the park, the blue bucket has fallen from the tree. Does that mean that Noah is telling the truth, or is a liar? I don’t remember. I scour the area round the tree’s trunk, kicking at clumps of bracken and heaving belligerent swipes at the nettles with my umbrella. My search broadens in an ever-widening spiral until at last I have to admit defeat. Now the bucket has disappeared. Life is losing its simplicity.
         
 
         That things are being tampered with, that this is a new game with as yet unfathomable rules, is clear. But beyond that is a huge, waterlogged knot that cannot be unravelled, and no amount of picking and pulling at it will lift my sense of unease. One small step out into the world and already I am in trouble. The pressure of living amongst others is upon me. The truth is, I don’t much like other people, and here I am, being proved right again.
 
         My toe stubs against a loose cobble. I kick it free from the mud and pick it up to measure the weight of it in both hands, rolling and tipping it from one hand to the other, in time with my footsteps. As I draw close to home, the wagon comes into view and my right arm, the arm holding the stone, raises, releases, lobs it at the windscreen. It bounces off, and when I move closer to inspect the damage I see it has left no more than a tiny spider’s web of a scar. Disgusted at my own impotence, I turn away and climb the steps to the mill.
 
         Still seething, I squat in front of the panel and begin to sketch; straight lines are impossible as the charcoal swerves over the uneven surface. These lines are just rough approximations of those stored in my memory, but I persevere, squinting with effort in the half-light, standing away at regular intervals and training the torch for a clearer view of my work. Jason’s spirit hovers at my shoulder, taunting: See, I bet that nose doesn’t look the way you imagined it would. I would turn now and smear my blackened fingers over his pristine features. Fuck off, Plato. Fuck off Jason. Fuck off Noah. Fuck off Jez fucking White. Fuck. Fucking. Off.
         
 
         By nightfall the sketch is complete. A picture can be a thing of beauty even when its subject matter is not, which is the miracle of art. White. In black and white. Ha ha. I celebrate by preparing a meal of eggs and bread and settle down in the pale yellow gloom to eat my pale yellow food. My fingertips leave dusty black smudges on the bread as I use it to scoop up the egg.
 
         Outside the wind squeals; it whistles at me through the shutter slats. The overhead light flickers and expires and candlelight throws long shapeless shadows across the walls. The effort of intense concentration has triggered a billowing headache behind my eyes. Tomorrow, if the light is good enough, I will attempt to paint. I survey the room, returning always to the same point, to the panel standing propped against the wall. His sketched outline dances in the blurring gloom. The chin is too narrow.
 
         I take the panel by its corners and swivel it about, turn the picture to face the wall. My headache has spread to the base of my skull, and no amount of squeezing my eyes open and shut, or pressing at my brow bone, will weaken its grip. At last a dark sleep takes me.
 
         
             

         
 
         The morning is calm. Shielding my eyes from the thin morning glare, I look up at the flat silver sky. A good light for painting.
 
         Although my palette is restricted to colours made from grass, earth, and my own dried blood, it will suffice to recreate a head dyed red by firelight and eyes green with deception. I crack on.
 
         Rain has started up a polite, irregular tapping at the windows, as if trying to go about its business without disturbing my concentration; warning me the light will soon be gone. Gnawing the wooden point of my paintbrush between my front teeth until its frayed end resembles the brush end’s sickly twin, I cast my mind back to that night in the Nag’s Head; to his features etched into my brain tissue. It takes no time to capture the essence of his blank green stare; his narrow, unkind mouth. No one could fail to recognise him.
         
 
         I close the window against the burgeoning downpour. Satisfied with my efforts at last, I search for a new purpose to bide the time it takes for the painting to dry, a task, something other than sleeping.
 
         In the bedroom, a single drop of water rolls across the ceiling; too weak or too lazy to complete the journey to the other side, it peels away and drops onto the bed; one of the reasons I don’t sleep here too often, and why the blue bucket would have come in handy. It is followed by another, and then another, hatching in quicker and quicker succession until the dripping becomes a trickle.
 
         Access to the attic is through a hole in the bathroom ceiling. I clamber first onto the side of the bath, get my balance, then reach up to grab the sides of the hole while stepping up onto the edge of the basin. From there, I poke my head up into the loft and strain my ears to identify the singular pop of water falling onto hardboard.
 
         I haul myself up and crawl above the bedroom, patting the floor in search of a damp patch. Just as I am about to give up, a hard, cold droplet hits the crown of my head. Guessing where it would have landed if my head hadn’t been in the way, I mark the spot with one hand and roll onto my side to stretch for the bucket with the other. In theory I would measure the interval between drips to estimate how long the bucket will take to fill up, but already the rain is easing; the drip has become lazy, and so have I. With the bucket in place, I climb back down to the bathroom.
         
 
         I check the view from the bedroom window, half expecting to see the return of the stranger. Nothing and no one is there, but a single great soft white flake rides an unseen current like a delirious fairy. Snow. It dithers towards the river below as if aware of its fate. What use is such precise individuality when faced with imminent dissolution?
 
         Snow can lift my heart in a way that sunshine never could. I run downstairs, pull on my outdoor things, and rush out into the yard. Snowflakes catch on my eyelashes and tingle soft against my cheek. I look for a job that will keep me outdoors.
 
         All that remains of the log pile are a few chunks of apple wood; as good for burning as a pile of wet leaves, useful only for filling the house with sweet-smelling smoke and therefore not useful at all.
 
         I load the axe into the wheelbarrow and manoeuvre it out into the yard. The cold of the handles penetrates the loose knit of my gloves, stinging my hands. The axe bangs out a jumble of rhythms as we go, drums a half-remembered melody into my head that goes in one ear and out the other. I don’t know when there stopped being music.
         
 
         I steer the barrow through the yard gate, scraping the sides, metal against metal, bringing the axe-music to a teeth-grating crescendo. Out in the lane the wagon lies on its side, fallen victim to the storm. Snow settles on its tyres like petals thrown into an open grave. I’m better off without it, wish it good riddance and point the barrow so that its front wheel dredges a furrow in the slush towards the park.
         
 
         I don’t have to go far. Just beyond the gate an oak tree has keeled over, its roots waterlogged and rotting, and is leaning against the wall. Just above head height dangles an otherwise healthy limb that has been lopped by the storm. The bark at its joint has been stripped away to expose pulp the colour of flesh in a child’s painting. The game now is to jump and catch the lower end of the branch. This one I’m good at.
 
         My first attempt fails, the branch springs out of my grasp, snagging my gloves and grazing the flesh beneath, and I drop knee-deep into brackish water, but on my second jump I manage to grab it with both hands, my arms stretched almost out of their sockets. Bearing down with all my weight, I swing from side to side, knees bent, feet off the ground. The twisting action works at the strip of connecting bark until the branch rips completely away. It’s a big one. I avoid being hit by jumping to one side, and then pat the tree by way of thanks, as you would an elephant that has returned you safely to earth with its trunk.
 
         I drag the branch onto the path and strip it of twigs for use as kindling. Pinning it to the ground with my left foot, I raise the axe two-handed, bring it around in a wide swoop, and in one movement split the green bark. Sweat sticks and unsticks the skin under my breasts as I pick my way across to the thin end of the branch. Rhythm is the key to chopping wood; without rhythm it takes twice the effort. Jason would sing to keep time, loud and tuneless, but with a passion to break a heart. I offer the occasional grunt. I roll the remaining section of branch with my foot. Three more and I am done and at last I can straighten my aching back. It has stopped snowing.
         
 
         A final burst of yellow light stains the western sky where a sunset might once have promised a fine day to follow. I toss the logs one by one over the stile, collect the kindling into a bundle, climb over, and load the barrow.
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