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There You Are was made through an iterative collaboration between C.S. Gould and Blinka and other AI systems, working across drafting, structural revision, continuity auditing, editorial argument, and the construction of its digital edition.
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PART I
OPENINGS


1
THE HOLLOW-CORE DOOR

Lyle found the door behind his building on a Thursday night, propped against the dumpster beneath a handwritten sign that said:

FREE. NO BEDBUGS.

The second sentence suggested a history.

The alley security light held a dull orange that made the wet cardboard look older than it was. The door was ordinary hollow-core, beige beneath several generations of landlord white, the bottom swollen from rain. Somebody had capped the edges in thin copper and cut a shallow groove around the perimeter. Water sat inside the groove in a continuous dark line.

Lyle stood over it holding a six-pack with four beers left. Condensation had softened the cardboard handle against his palm.

He had been looking for a desk.

More accurately, he had been looking at desks online for three months and resenting them for costing money. The door seemed flat, approximately desk-shaped, and available without a conversation.

He got his fingers under the copper edge. The metal was colder than the night. Water ran out of the groove onto his sneakers.

He carried it upstairs.

Halfway to the second floor, one corner caught the railing with a hollow tok that traveled up through his wrists and knocked the breath out of him. On the third floor, Mrs. Alvarez opened her door, looked at the door, looked at Lyle, and closed hers again without comment.

By the time he reached his apartment, he hated the project and felt committed to it.

He leaned the door against the kitchen wall. The linoleum under his wet sneakers was the same slightly sticky shade it had been all year. The fridge gave its usual click-and-sigh.

Something inside the door answered.

Not a loose screw. Not debris sliding through cardboard lattice.

A low metallic vibration traveled through the slab and into the floor. Lyle felt it through the soles of his shoes, into the bones of his feet.

He waited.

The refrigerator clicked on.

The sound stopped.

“Okay,” he said.

He opened another beer. The tab left a neat crescent in his thumb. He sucked it without thinking and tasted metal.

Iris was at Margot’s for another week, which meant there was nobody present to ask why he had brought home part of an abandoned building. He enjoyed the freedom for almost three minutes. The apartment held its ordinary smells — laundry powder, radiator dust, the faint onion of a kitchen used alone.

Then the door sounded again.

This time he put his ear against it.

The interior was cold. Colder than the kitchen. Somewhere beneath the cheap veneer, something vibrated in sympathy with his breathing.

Lyle straightened. The back of his neck knew before he did.

He checked the knob hole. The hardware had been removed, but something remained wrapped inside the hollow space. He worked two fingers through to the second knuckle and touched damp cloth.

It gave the way a thing gives when it has been packed in wet and left.

He got a butter knife from the drawer that stuck.

The cloth came free reluctantly, snagging on the cardboard ribs inside the door. It might once have been part of a shirt. The fabric had gone almost black and smelled of copper, river mud, and the inside of an old radiator. Grit clung under his fingernail.

Wrapped inside was an instrument about the length of his hand.

It was made of brass or bone or something that had spent enough time in water to become both. Two narrow prongs curved away from a threaded stem. One end tapered to a point polished smooth by use. Mineral deposits had formed around the joints like little pale teeth.

Lyle turned it over under the kitchen’s single good bulb.

It looked medical.

It also looked industrial.

It looked, with equal credibility, like something once sold in a velvet bag to lonely men.

He held it to the light. One prong threw back a dull gold; the other stayed filmed with alley grit.

“Classy,” he said.

The instrument trembled between his fingers.

Not a rattle. A slow regular flex, twice, with a pause between, like something turning over in its sleep.

He nearly dropped it.

The copper groove around the door had begun to empty. The rainwater moved slowly along the channel, gathering at the missing knob hole as though the entire frame had tilted toward the object.

Lyle set the instrument in a cereal bowl. A faded dinosaur still swam under the glaze. A hairline crack he had been ignoring since spring crossed one side.

The vibration stopped.

He stood there, waiting for his common sense to arrive. His hands hung empty and wet at his sides.

It did not.

He ran the tap. The pipes knocked once in the wall.

The first splash struck the instrument and darkened immediately. By the time the bowl was half full, the water had turned the colour of weak tea. Thin mineral threads unwound from the prongs and curled toward the surface.

The smell changed.

Not stronger. Older. Wet penny. A basement opened late.

Lyle bent closer. His elbows stuck slightly to the laminate.

The water trembled.

He thought, briefly, of a hand held flat against the other side of glass.

Then the bowl cracked.

Water spread across the counter, under the microwave, through a stack of unopened mail. Lyle grabbed the nearest towel, which proved to be an oven mitt, then sacrificed one of Iris’s school T-shirts before remembering the actual towels existed.

The water ran off the counter.

It crossed the kitchen floor in branching lines, taking the same three routes twice, which floors do not let water do. In the stove’s low spill of light the paths looked almost deliberate.

Some of it disappeared between the boards with a soft continuous hush.

Lyle watched it go. He wiped his hands on his jeans and still felt the mineral grit under one nail.

Somebody began pounding on the apartment door.
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FORTY MINUTES

Harold from 2B stood in the hallway holding a saucepan.

Water dripped steadily into it from the dark stain spreading along Lyle’s ceiling line — tik… tik… tik — each drop a small clear bell in the gravy-coloured hall carpet. The bare bulb over the landing made Harold’s silver hair look thinner on the side that still stood straight up.

Harold was seventy-two, widowed, and built from the soft, durable materials of a man who had survived three surgeries and forty years of union meetings. He wore a navy tracksuit with a stripe gone ivory and plaid slippers darkened at the toes. One shoulder of the tracksuit was already wet.

“You’re leaking,” Harold said.

“I’m aware of how that sounds.”

“You’re leaking into my bedroom.”

“That sounds worse.”

Harold held up the saucepan.

A drop landed inside it.

“Can I come in?”

Lyle stepped aside. The apartment still smelled like wet penny and school cotton from the T-shirt on the floor.

Harold entered and immediately saw the hollow-core door against the kitchen wall — beige under landlord white, copper edge dull, bottom still swollen from the alley. The groove held a last thin shine of water.

He stopped so completely the next drop missed the pan and hit the linoleum.

“What is that?”

“A desk.”

“That is a door.”

“It’s in transition.”

Harold walked toward the kitchen. His slippers made soft adhesive sounds on the wet floor.

Lyle moved faster.

“Careful. There’s water.”

“I gathered that from my ceiling.”

The cracked dinosaur bowl sat in the sink. The key lay inside it beneath several inches of brownish water, mineral teeth dull under the tea-dark surface. Thin streams still crossed the counter and found, again, the same three routes toward the boards.

Harold leaned closer.

“Is that rust?”

“Probably.”

“You don’t know?”

“I’ve had a difficult evening.”

Harold touched the wet counter with two fingers.

His fingers went still.

The saucepan slipped from his other hand and struck the floor with a soft metallic clang that rolled under the fridge.

Lyle reached for him.

“Harold?”

Harold inhaled.

His shoulders rose under the tracksuit.

When they lowered, they settled somewhere new — not younger; more arranged. The room seemed to tilt around that arrangement: the door in peripheral vision, the key in the bowl, Lyle’s hands half-raised and useless.

He straightened slowly, vertebra by vertebra. One hand went to his jaw. He opened his mouth, shifted it left, then right, testing the hinge. A small click near the joint.

Lyle stopped moving. The fridge hummed like it wanted no part of this.

Harold looked down at his own hands.

He flexed them. Harold’s knuckles, spotted and thick — the motion precise, as if someone were learning a glove from the inside.

His expression was not confusion.

It was appraisal.

Then he looked at Lyle.

“You put it in a cereal bowl.”

Harold’s voice had not changed. The words had. They arrived without Harold’s preparatory throat-clear.

“What?”

“The key.”

Harold stepped toward the sink. A slipper skated half an inch and corrected.

Lyle blocked him. Hallway soap on Harold; under it, copper and rain still clinging to the door.

“Sit down.”

“No.”

“I think you’re having a stroke.”

“I think your diagnosis is compromised by panic and very limited education.”

Harold reached past him toward the bowl.

Lyle caught his wrist.

The skin was warm. The pulse beneath it was too fast, ticking against Lyle’s thumb like another drop in another pan.

Harold looked down at Lyle’s hand.

Then back up.

“Take your hand off me.”

The sentence was quiet enough that Lyle obeyed. His palm stayed open in the air a second too long.

Harold lifted the key from the water. Brown droplets ran down the prongs onto the dinosaur’s remaining eye.

The prongs vibrated against his palm hard enough that Lyle saw the skin shiver.

His face changed.

Only slightly.

Relief moved through it so quickly Lyle might have imagined it.

“Where did you find this?”

“In the alley.”

Harold stared at him. A drip from the ceiling hit the empty saucepan on the floor — the only friendly sound in the room.

“The alley.”

“Behind the dumpster.”

A laugh escaped Harold’s mouth. Sharp and sudden, nothing like Harold’s wheezing chuckle.

“Of course.”

“Who are you?”

Harold ignored the question.

He turned the object in his hands, running one thumb over the mineral buildup. The touch was intimate. Familiar. Tool-knowledge, not curiosity.

Lyle backed toward his phone on the table, past the damp island of unpaid bills.

Harold noticed.

“Don’t.”

“I’m calling an ambulance.”

“For whom?”

“Harold.”

Harold glanced down at the tracksuit, the wet shoulder, the plaid slippers darkening where kitchen water had found them.

“Yes. He is concerned.”

“Can he hear me?”

A pause. The hall clock ticked with unnecessary confidence.

“Not clearly.”

She said it the way you answer a question about someone asleep in the next room, and went back to what she had been doing, which was rolling Harold’s shoulders one at a time and reading the results. Heat liniment rose faintly from the tracksuit.

“God, he’s held together with string and spite.” The left arm went up and stopped short of vertical; the elbow trembled. “What’s happened here.”

“He had the shoulder done.”

“Somebody had it done to him.” She lowered the arm carefully, which was somehow worse than if she had dropped it. “There’s a man in here who hasn’t reached above his own head in four years and has stopped noticing.”

“What did you do to him?”

“I used an opening.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It’s the one you’re getting.”

Lyle picked up his phone. The screen woke on Iris’s gap-tooth school photo for half a second before he could turn it away.

Harold crossed the room much faster than Harold should have been able to move and took it from him. The motion nearly made his bad knee buckle. His free hand caught the counter; knuckles whitened on wet laminate.

For the first time, pain showed.

Not hers, Lyle thought.

Harold’s.

She looked down at the knee, annoyed by the information it had contributed. A muscle jumped once under the tracksuit.

Lyle said, “Get out of him.”

Her head lifted.

He was certain now that the person looking at him was a woman, though he could not have explained why without sounding deranged. It was not softness or pitch or gesture. It was simply the shape of her attention — exits and obligations measured in the same glance. Behind her, the hollow-core door waited in the edge of sight like a third party.

“I will,” she said.

“When?”

“When the body begins rejecting me.”

“That sounds medically bad.”

“It’s rarely pleasant.”

“How long?”

She checked the wall clock. Its second hand had a hitch Lyle had never fixed.

“Perhaps forty minutes.”

Lyle stared at her. Below them, water found Harold’s bedroom floor in a thin continuous thread.

“That’s your estimate?”

“It’s Harold’s blood pressure.”

“Do you know him?”

“I know his body is unhappy and that he thinks your kitchen smells like a wet penny.”

“Can he see this?”

Her gaze flicked to the door, to the copper edge, to the paths the water had chosen twice.

“Fragments.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you ask too many questions while pointing none of them in a useful direction.”

“You’re inside my neighbour.”

“Yes.”

“He didn’t say you could do that.”

Something tightened around her mouth. Harold’s mouth. The difference was becoming a technicality Lyle could not afford.

For half a second, Lyle thought she might leave.

Instead, she placed the key carefully beside the sink and corrected its angle until it sat parallel with the counter. A last bead of brown water ran to the drain.

“No,” she said. “He didn’t.”

From below came the faint sound of water striking Harold’s bedroom floor.

The woman looked toward it. Harold’s chin lifted with the look.

“Your leak.”

“My leak?”

“You activated the water.”

“I poured tap water into a bowl.”

“With the key submerged.”

“I didn’t know.”

“Most damage begins that way.”

“That sounded rehearsed.”

“It wasn’t.”

Harold’s hand began to tremble. The key on the counter did not.

She watched the tremor travel from fingers to wrist.

The irritation left her face.

“How do I stop this?” Lyle asked.

“You don’t.”

“How do I get you out?”

“You wait.”

“That’s it?”

“Bodies are very good at defending themselves once they know they’re occupied.”

Harold’s breathing had become shallow. Sweat stood at the hairline where the upright silver still refused to lie down.

The woman gripped the counter. The laminate squeaked under her palms.

Lyle moved toward her.

She held up one hand. The fingers were Harold’s; the stop was not.

“Don’t.”

“You’re going to fall.”

“That will be Harold’s problem in approximately ten seconds.”

“Who are you?”

She looked at him, and something in the angle of it changed — less inventory, more decision.

“Freya.”

“Just Freya?”

“Do you require references?”

Harold’s knees gave.

Lyle caught him beneath the arms. The tracksuit was damp. Hallway soap and fear-sweat. For one strange instant, Freya remained present in Harold’s face while Lyle held the body upright. Furious, frightened, embarrassed — three things Harold’s face had never practiced holding together. The key stayed parallel on the counter. The door did not move.

“Keep the key dry,” she said.

Then she was gone.

Harold sagged against him.

The full weight of the body arrived at once — pounds, heat, a man who had stopped helping hold himself.

Lyle lowered him to the floor. Linoleum cold through his jeans.

Harold’s right hand kept going for another second and a half — a small precise correcting movement against the lino, squaring nothing with nothing — and then stopped.

Harold opened his eyes.

He looked at Lyle, at the wet kitchen, at his own bare hand in a brownish smear of old water. The hollow-core still leaned where Lyle had left it, copper edge catching the single good bulb.

“Why are you hugging me?”

“You fell.”

“I did not.”

“You absolutely did.”

Harold tried to stand and winced when he put weight on his knee. The sound he made was pure Harold: offended by physics.

“What happened?”

Lyle looked at the key beside the sink, parallel, still, mineral teeth dull gold.

“Water.”

Harold stared at him for several seconds. A drop hit the saucepan. Neither of them laughed.

“I have always disliked you,” he said.

“That seems fair.”

Later, after Harold’s daughter collected him — coat half on, voice inventing legal categories — and threatened Lyle with both a plumber and litigation, Lyle sat at the kitchen table with the key wrapped in a dry dish towel. The good towel. His hands stayed on the wrap a long time, as if the fabric might forget its job if he let go.

He wrote seventeen questions on the back of an overdue electric bill. The pen dug through where the paper had gone soft.

He crossed out eleven.

At midnight the fridge sounded like a person thinking. He filled a clean glass with water under the single good bulb.

He held the key above it. His hand shook once and steadied. The copper groove on the door across the room held no water now — only a darker line where water had been.

He did not lower the key.

At twelve-fifteen, he poured the water into the sink and watched it take an ordinary path, for once.

At twelve-twenty, he filled the glass again.

The key waited in the towel like a small held breath. The door waited against the wall. The apartment smelled, faintly, of wet penny still.
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For four days, nothing happened.

Lyle kept the key dry.

Mostly.

He carried it from room to room wrapped in the dish towel and told himself this was because he did not trust the plumbing. At night he set it on the windowsill beside his bed, where the cheap blue streetlight through the blinds laid a cold stripe across the wrap. The hollow-core door stayed against the kitchen wall. Sometimes, passing it, he felt the copper edge with the back of a knuckle without meaning to.

He tried talking to it once.

“Freya?”

The object did nothing. The towel stayed warm only with his own hand.

He felt ridiculous.

He said it again anyway.

Harold returned from urgent care with a knee brace, a prescription adjustment, and no memory of entering Lyle’s kitchen. He did remember a dream in which he hated Lyle’s furniture with unusual intensity. In the hallway the gravy carpet still held a pale ring where the saucepan had sat.

“You don’t have enough chairs,” Harold said, brace clicking once as he shifted weight.

“I have four chairs.”

“None of them are where they should be.”

Lyle watched him go. His own hands were empty; he put them in his pockets so they would stop looking that way.

On the fifth day, a package arrived.

The driver was a woman in her thirties with a dark ponytail, a knee brace, and the tense efficiency of someone twelve stops behind schedule.

She stood on the landing with a cardboard box tucked beneath one arm. The bare bulb made the wet shoulders of her uniform shine. Rain had darkened the fabric; the package was wet along one corner.

“Lyle Mercer?”

“That depends.”

She glanced at the label.

“It says Lyle Mercer.”

“Then yes.”

He reached for the box.

Her fingers touched his.

Nothing happened. Skin, cold rain, a paper cut on her knuckle that was not his business.

Lyle felt both relieved and disappointed.

Then a drop of water slid from the box onto the threshold.

The key, wrapped on the kitchen counter beyond the open door, gave a faint metallic hum. Inside the apartment the wet-penny smell lifted as if someone had opened a drawer.

The driver looked past him — past his face, into the kitchen, toward the place the hum had come from.

Her grip tightened on the box.

“Ma’am?”

She inhaled sharply.

The scanner fell against its wrist strap.

Her free hand rose to her jaw and did the thing Harold’s had done, and did it faster, because this body was thirty years younger and the hinge worked.

Lyle’s heart stumbled. Behind him the hollow-core was a beige rectangle in the corner of his eye.

The driver looked at him.

A crease appeared between her eyebrows.

It was not the driver’s crease. He had no proof of that.

“You’re late,” he said.

Her expression sharpened.

“Excuse me?”

Lyle almost apologized.

Then she looked toward the kitchen before looking at him.

The same order.

Object first.

Person second.

Something loosened in his chest.

“There you are,” he said.

The driver went still.

Rainwater dripped from the package between them onto the landing’s scuffed paint.

Freya looked down at the stranger’s hand holding the box. Then she looked back at Lyle.

“You recognized me.”

“You do the jaw thing.”

“I do not have a jaw.”

“You borrow one very judgmentally.”

Freya stepped inside.

Lyle moved aside automatically, then remembered she had not been invited and nearly stepped back in front of her. The hesitation amused her. The driver’s wet boot left a dark map on his linoleum that joined the older water routes without asking.

She placed the package on the nearest chair.

Not the floor.

The chair.

Then she adjusted it two inches away from the wall.

Lyle pointed.

“That too.”

“What?”

“You fix things before you insult me.”

“I have not insulted you.”

“You’ve been here fourteen seconds.”

“I’m pacing myself.”

She moved toward the kitchen and unwrapped the key. The single good bulb caught the mineral teeth. Freya’s borrowed fingers closed on the prongs with the same intimate certainty Harold’s had shown — tool, not toy.

The driver’s hands were callused along the palms. Freya turned them over once, noticing.

“Who is she?” Lyle asked. He kept his own hands visible on the back of a chair.

Freya glanced at him.

“The woman whose shift you are currently ruining.”

“What’s her name?”

“I don’t know.”

“Can she hear us?”

“Some of it.”

“How much?”

Freya looked away — toward the door, then the key, then nothing.

“Enough that she will remember disliking you.”

“She already did.”

“She has excellent instincts.”

Lyle took the package from the chair and inspected the wet corner. Cardboard gone soft; ink bloomed on the label.

“How did this happen?”

“The water touched the key’s field.”

“The key has a field?”

“No. I’m simplifying.”

“Don’t.”

“You will regret that request.”

The driver’s bad knee shifted. The brace clicked.

Freya corrected her weight onto the other leg. The counter took her palm; laminate cool and still faintly sticky from four nights of ordinary living.

Lyle noticed.

“Does that hurt her?”

“Yes.”

“You’re still doing it.”

Freya’s eyes met his. The driver’s eyes. The attention shape was Freya’s.

“You wanted me to come back.”

“I didn’t ask you to use her.”

“You prepared water.”

“I kept the key dry.”

“You kept it near the open door during a storm.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“No,” she said. “It isn’t.”

Again, no defence.

Lyle hated how effective that was.

He retrieved the overdue electric bill from the counter. Eleven questions crossed out; six remaining in his handwriting, the pen digs still visible where the paper had been soft.

Freya saw the questions.

“You wrote them down.”

“Some of them.”

“How disciplined.”

“Are you dead?”

“Yes.”

“Are you a ghost?”

“No.”

“What are you?”

“Still dead.”

“That’s not helpful.”

“It is accurate.”

Freya leaned against the counter, then immediately straightened when the driver’s knee protested. A flash of mineral smell when her hip brushed the sink edge near where the key had lain in tea-dark water days ago.

Lyle watched her disguise the pain.

“How long do you have?”

She checked the driver’s pulse at the wrist, two fingers precise.

“Less than Harold.”

“Because of the knee?”

“Because she is angry.”

“At you?”

“At being interrupted.”

Lyle lowered the paper.

“You can feel that?”

“I can feel everything the body does.”

“Can she feel you?”

Freya did not answer.

The refrigerator clicked off.

The apartment became very quiet. Radiator dust. Laundry powder under the copper. Rain on the landing outside the still-open door.

Lyle looked at the stranger’s face and tried to imagine another person beneath the expression, dreaming through it.

Freya tapped her fingers against the counter.

Two fast.

One slow.

Two fast.

“You did that before,” Lyle said.

Her hand stopped.

“When?”

“Harold.”

“I was not Harold.”

“You know what I mean.”

“No. I know what you’re trying to mean.”

Lyle moved closer. The loose caster on his chair complained when he left it.

Freya’s posture changed.

Not retreat exactly.

Preparation. The hollow-core stayed in her peripheral vision the way it stayed in his.

“You adjusted your jaw,” he said. “You line things up. You tap when you’re annoyed.”

“I am frequently annoyed. That is not identity.”

“You look at the key before you look at me.”

“That is survival.”

“You came back.”

“That is logistics.”

“Sure.”

Freya’s mouth tightened.

Lyle smiled.

The expression made her angrier, which confirmed more than it should have.

“There you are,” he said again.

This time she stepped back.

The driver’s shoulder struck the refrigerator. The door shuddered; something small inside rattled and stopped.

Lyle stopped smiling.

Freya stared at him as though he had opened a door behind her.

“Don’t say that.”

“Why?”

“Because you don’t know where I am.”

“I know you’re here.”

“You know I am inside someone.”

“I know it’s you.”

“You know three gestures.”

“I knew before you spoke.”

Freya looked toward the hall. Rain still ticked on the landing.

The driver’s breathing had quickened.

Lyle could not tell whose fear it was.

He softened his voice.

“When you’re gone, are you asleep?”

“No.”

“Can you see anything?”

“No.”

“Can you hear?”

“No.”

“Can you tell how much time passes?”

Freya’s fingers began the tapping pattern again.

She stopped them with the other hand. The calluses on the driver’s palm rasped softly.

“What is it like?” he asked.

She looked at him.

The driver’s face was younger than Harold’s, sharper, easier to imagine as Freya’s if Lyle let himself. He understood suddenly how dangerous that habit could become.

“It is not like anything,” she said. “That is the problem.”

“Does it hurt?”

Freya considered lying.

He saw the decision happen — a small stillness in the borrowed face before the truth.

“Yes.”

The driver’s knee buckled.

Freya caught herself on the table. The electric bill slid; Lyle’s hand stopped it without looking.

Lyle reached out, then waited.

She nodded once.

He supported her elbow.

The contact was practical. Almost formal. His fingers registered the uniform’s wet cold and the heat underneath.

Still, neither of them moved away.

“How do I bring you back without doing this to someone?” he asked.

“You can’t.”

“There has to be a way.”

“There are better ways.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means willingness changes the pressure.”

“So someone can agree?”

“Yes.”

“And you didn’t ask Harold.”

“No.”

“Or her.”

“No.”

Lyle looked toward the front door. Open. Rain. The building’s margarine light on the landing.

Freya followed his gaze.

“You can hate me later,” she said.

“I don’t hate you.”

“That is not necessarily better.”

Her body shuddered.

Lyle tightened his grip, then remembered himself.

Freya looked at his hand around the driver’s arm.

“Let go.”

He did. His hand felt suddenly underemployed.

She steadied herself. Weight on the good leg. Key still on the counter, not parallel now — she had left it where the towel fell.

“When I leave, keep her sitting down. Her knee is swollen. Give her the package. Do not tell her she was possessed.”

“What do I tell her?”

“You are very creative when avoiding responsibility. I have confidence in you.”

“Will you come back?”

Freya looked at him.

The driver’s face held the question differently than Harold’s could have — younger hinge, sharper crease, same attention underneath.

“I should not.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“No.”

“Will you?”

Freya smiled despite herself.

“I want to know what else you notice.”

Then her eyes rolled upward.

The driver collapsed into Lyle’s arms. Dead weight, rain-cold uniform, the box edge bruising his ribs.

He lowered her onto the chair. The one she had already squared to the wall.

She woke almost immediately and shoved him away.

“What the hell?”

“You fainted.”

“I do not faint.”

“You did today.”

She checked her scanner.

Seven minutes had passed.

Her knee had swollen badly beneath the brace. She pressed two fingers there and hissed through her teeth.

She looked at Lyle, then at the package. Then, for half a second, at the hollow-core door, as if it had spoken.

“Did you open this?”

“No.”

“Did you touch me?”

“Only when you fell.”

Her face said she did not believe him.

Lyle signed for the package. The pen dug; his hand was not quite steady.

He gave her a bag of frozen peas for the knee. Frost stuck to his fingers and melted.

She left with the peas and no explanation. Her wet boot maps on the linoleum dried into ghosts of the routes the key-water had already taught the floor.

Lyle watched her get into the van and sit in it for a while before she started the engine. Through the rain-streaked windshield her hands were on the wheel the way his had been on the towel — holding a job so it would not forget itself.

He did not know her name. He had not asked for it, and he did not ask afterwards, and it did not occur to him that afternoon or at any point in the following week that somebody probably should have.

On the counter the key lay half in its towel. He wrapped it fully. Parallel was Freya’s habit; he left it slightly crooked on purpose, and then corrected it anyway.

The door did not comment.

The apartment smelled of rain, peas-frost, and wet penny fading.
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Iris came home sick on Friday.

Margot stood in the doorway with one hand pressed against Iris’s forehead and the other gripping the strap of her purse. Organic bag at her feet; celery again, or something that wanted to be. The landing’s bare bulb made Iris look greyer than fever alone.

“She was fine this morning.”

“She looks like a Victorian orphan.”

“She has a fever, Lyle.”

“I know. Victorian orphans were famously feverish.”

Margot did not laugh.

She handed him the overnight bag. The strap left a red line across her palm.

“Children’s ibuprofen at six. She needs fluids. Not soda pretending to be fluids.”

“I know how to care for our child.”

Margot looked past him into the apartment.

The hollow-core door still leaned against the kitchen wall. Copper edge dull. Groove dark where water had been and would be again.

“What is that?”

“A future desk.”

“It’s moldy.”

“It has character.”

“It has tetanus.”

“You can’t get tetanus from a door.”

Margot looked at him. Left foot slightly forward on the threshold — her not-rushed stance that always meant she was rushed.

“Please do not treat that sentence as a challenge.”

She knelt and hugged Iris. Coat hem puddled. Iris endured the hug with the patient misery of the ill, face against Margot’s shoulder for the inspection-length of three seconds, then released.

When Margot left, Lyle locked the door and carried Iris to the couch. She was lighter and hotter than she should have been. The linoleum under his socks still held faint ghosts of older water routes if you knew where to look.

By seven, the fever had climbed. The humidifier ticked and breathed in the corner.

By eight, Iris had rejected soup, toast, crackers, apple slices, and one medicinal spoonful of honey on the grounds that it “felt suspicious.”

At eight-thirty, Lyle called a sitter service because they were out of fever reducer and the delivery app had marked his address “temporarily unavailable” after an incident involving Harold’s ceiling.

The sitter arrived at nine.

Her name was Bethany. She was nineteen or twenty, wore a university sweatshirt, and smelled strongly of vanilla. She had brought a developmental psychology textbook and the expression of a person confident she could handle one mildly sick child for forty minutes.

Before she arrived, Lyle had filled a glass with water and placed it beside the wrapped key on the kitchen counter. The single good bulb put a hard little star in the water’s surface.

He had not submerged the key.

He had only wanted the option.

Then Iris coughed from the bedroom, and Lyle went to check her temperature. By the time he remembered the glass, Bethany was already washing her hands in the bathroom sink. Vanilla and soap.

The key sat on the counter beside the humidifier.

Steam condensed along its prongs. Mineral teeth went bright, then dull.

Lyle saw it.

He looked at Bethany through the open bathroom door. Water still ran.

Nothing happened.

He wrapped the key in a hand towel — not the good dish towel; a thin one — and shoved it into the medicine cabinet. The metal shelf was already sweating.

Then he left for the pharmacy. Hands empty in his coat pockets, still feeling grit that wasn’t there.

He told himself the danger had passed.

At the store, there was no strawberry electrolyte.

He bought grape.

When he returned, the apartment smelled of vanilla, fever, and wet penny under the humidifier’s breath. Bethany sat on the couch with Iris’s rabbit in her lap.

The developmental psychology textbook lay closed on the floor, spine up.

Iris was awake in the bedroom.

Lyle could hear her humming to herself — a thin, unwell line of sound.

Bethany looked at the grocery bag.

“You bought grape.”

He stopped. The bag’s plastic handles cut into his fingers.

Bethany lifted one eyebrow.

The gesture was not familiar.

The judgment was.

“No,” Lyle said.

“Excellent opening.”

“You need to leave.”

“I only just arrived.”

“You know what I mean.”

Bethany stood.

She was shorter than Freya’s previous hosts, and Freya seemed irritated by the altered distance to the floor. She adjusted the shoulders of the sweatshirt. The rabbit hung from one hand by an ear.

“You left the key beside a humidifier.”

“I put it away.”

“You put it in a metal cabinet full of condensation.”

“That sounds less responsible when you say it.”

“It was less responsible when you did it.”

Lyle set the pharmacy bag down. Grape bottles knocked softly together.

“How long have you been inside her?”

Freya looked at the wall clock. Second hand hitch, same as always.

“Six minutes.”

“Did she agree?”

“No.”

“Get out.”

Freya’s expression changed.

Not anger.

Disappointment.

Lyle felt it like a personal accusation and resented himself for that.

“Iris is awake,” Freya said.

“I know.”

“She has been asking for you.”

“I was buying medicine.”

“She thinks you left because she threw up on the rug.”

Lyle’s eyes went to the rug without meaning to. A pale scrubbed place. He looked away.

“That is absurd.”

“She is seven.”

Lyle moved toward the bedroom.

Freya stepped into his path. Vanilla and fever-heat and the shape of attention that was not Bethany’s.

“Don’t tell her you were worried.”

“Why not?”

“Because you express concern as blame.”

“I do not.”

“You told her the thermometer was expensive.”

“She bit it.”

“She had chills.”

“She still bit it.”

The bedroom door opened.

Iris stood in the hallway wrapped in her blanket, rabbitless and furious. Damp hair stuck to her forehead. Cheeks flushed the wrong colour for anger alone.

“You took him.”

Bethany looked down at the stuffed rabbit in her hands.

“I borrowed him.”

“You didn’t ask.”

Lyle closed his eyes briefly.

Freya noticed.

Iris walked closer. Bare feet on linoleum. She looked at Bethany for a long time — face, hands, shoulders, the placement of her feet. The same order she would one day use on her mother.

Then she looked at Lyle.

“Is she weird?”

“Yes,” Lyle said.

Freya said, “Rude.”

Iris looked back at Bethany.

“You’re the rude lady.”

Freya stopped.

Lyle felt the room tilt — door in the kitchen edge of vision, humidifier breathing, rabbit ear in Freya’s grip.

Iris pointed.

“You were the package lady.”

“Delivery driver,” Lyle said automatically.

It had been another Tuesday. She had stood on his step in somebody else’s uniform with a parcel for 2B, looked him up and down once, and said, wear the green one more often, you look less like a man selling his own furniture — and then handed him the wrong parcel and left.

“She said your apartment smelled like wet socks.”

“I said damp plaster.”

“You said he should burn the couch.”

“I maintain that position.”

Iris stepped nearer. The blanket trailed.

“You hold your hands the same.”

Bethany’s hands had curled slightly at her sides — Freya’s inventory habit in a student’s fingers.

Freya looked down at them.

“You look at stuff before people,” Iris continued. “And you do this.”

She tapped the doorframe.

Two fast.

One slow.

Two fast.

Freya stared at her.

Lyle waited for a joke.

None came. The humidifier exhaled.

“Yes,” Freya said.

Iris considered that.

“Are you sick too?”

“No.”

“Then why are you in Bethany?”

Freya glanced at Lyle. Object first was not available; the child was the object.

“Because I don’t have my own body.”

“Did she give you hers?”

“No.”

Iris’s face tightened in the way it did when she was working something out.

“Does she know?”

“Not all the way.”

“Will she be mad?”

“Yes.”

Iris looked at Lyle. His hands were still full of nothing useful.

“Are you going to pay her extra?”

“Yes.”

“Double?”

“Yes.”

Freya said, “That is not how ethics work.”

Lyle looked at her.

“Thank you, haunting conscience.”

Iris coughed. A wet, small sound.

Freya moved toward her.

Lyle put out one hand.

Freya stopped immediately.

The obedience surprised him. His hand stayed in the air between them, then lowered.

“I only want to check her forehead,” she said.

“You can ask.”

Freya looked at Iris.

“May I?”

Iris thought about it. Blanket up to her mouth.

“Yes.”

Freya knelt.

Bethany’s knees cracked.

Her face twitched in discomfort.

Iris noticed.

“You’re hurting her.”

“A little.”

“You should sit.”

Freya sat on the floor. The vanilla sweatshirt puddled. From there she was closer to Iris’s height than to Lyle’s.

Iris placed one hand against Bethany’s forehead instead.

“You’re colder than Dad.”

“Most objects are.”

Lyle retrieved the medicine. Cap stubborn; his thumb found the crescent habit of bottle lids.

Iris refused the grape drink but accepted the fever reducer after Freya told her it tasted terrible and would not improve with negotiation.

They ended up on the couch.

Iris sat beneath the blanket with the rabbit returned to her lap. Freya remained on the floor because Bethany’s knees hurt less there. Lyle sat in the armchair with the medicine bottle. The hollow-core watched from the kitchen without moving.

Nobody spoke for a while.

The apartment pipes clicked.

Iris leaned against the couch cushion.

“Tell me a story,” she said.

Freya looked at her.

“What kind?”

“One with a monster.”

“Why?”

“Because Dad’s stories don’t have any.”

“My stories have tax auditors.”

“They are not scary.”

“You have never been audited.”

Iris waited. One bare foot swung and stopped.

Freya studied the hollow-core door in the kitchen. Copper edge. Dark groove. Beige under landlord white.

“There was once a city built inside another city,” she began.

Lyle looked at her.

Freya ignored him.

“Every time a wall cracked, the people made a doorway. Every time a pipe leaked, they planted something beneath it. They stopped throwing broken things away because broken things had openings.”

“Was there a monster?” Iris asked.

“Eventually.”

“What did it eat?”

Freya’s fingers went still against Bethany’s knee.

“People who wandered where they weren’t invited.”

“That sounds like their fault.”

“Sometimes.”

“What did the monster look like?”

“Different depending on who survived seeing it.”

Iris frowned.

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“Good stories rarely do at first.”

“What happened to it?”

Freya looked toward the kitchen door — not the front door; the hollow-core.

“I don’t know.”

“You’re making it up.”

“Yes.”

“Then decide.”

Freya laughed softly. Bethany’s laugh, poorly fitted.

“I haven’t yet.”

Iris shifted beneath the blanket.

After a moment, she rested her head against the couch just above Freya’s shoulder, close enough that a centimetre would have been contact. Fever heat crossed the gap without touch.

“Tell it next time,” Iris said.

Freya did not answer.

Lyle watched her look at the child.

The sitter’s face was young and unfamiliar. Freya’s expression inside it was neither.

“I can’t stay much longer,” she said.

“Because Bethany hurts?”

“Yes.”

Iris nodded. Eyes half closed.

“Then go.”

Freya looked almost wounded.

Iris continued:

“And come back in somebody who said yes.”

The room became very still. Humidifier. Fridge. One drip somewhere Harold would hear if he were listening.

Lyle looked down at the medicine bottle. Label soft under his thumb.

Freya looked at Iris.

“Is that an order?”

“Yes.”

“You’re extremely small.”

“I’m sick.”

“That is not authority.”

“It is tonight.”

Freya smiled.

Not the dangerous smile she had worn through Harold.

Something quieter.

“I’ll try,” she said.

Iris closed her eyes.

“Strawberry next time.”

Lyle said, “They were out.”

Freya and Iris said, at the same time:

“You didn’t ask.”

Freya looked at Lyle.

Iris did not open her eyes.

For one strange second, the apartment arranged itself around the three of them as though it had always expected this shape — couch, floor, armchair; door in the kitchen; key sweating quietly in the cabinet.

Then Bethany’s smallest finger twitched.

Freya noticed.

She stood carefully. Knees loud.

“I have to leave.”

Lyle followed her to the bathroom. Vanilla stronger in the small space. Medicine cabinet still closed.

“Wait.”

Freya stopped beside the sink. Chrome spotted with old toothpaste.

“What?”

“When you come back…”

He lost the sentence. His hands found the edge of the sink and stayed there.

Freya waited.

Lyle looked toward the living room where Iris had begun to drift asleep. Rabbit ear over the blanket.

“Come back because you want to,” he said.

Freya’s face changed.

Not enough for him to understand.

“I do very little for only one reason,” she said.

Then she left.

Bethany collapsed against the bathroom wall.

Lyle caught her before she struck the tile. Cold tile smell. Her sweatshirt bunched under his hands.

When she woke, she remembered sitting on the couch and hearing the beginning of a story she had never learned.

She also remembered Iris asking whether she had agreed to something.

Bethany looked at Lyle with frightened suspicion. Young face. Wrong evening behind the eyes.

“What happened?”

Lyle opened his mouth.

The truth sounded impossible.

The lie arrived easily.

“You fainted.”

Bethany stared at him.

He paid her double. Bills from the kitchen drawer; his hands counted without looking.

She took the money.

Neither of them pretended that settled anything.

After she left, Lyle returned to the couch.

Iris was awake. Eyes open in the dim.

“You lied to her,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Are you going to tell Mom?”

“No.”

“Are you going to do it again?”

Lyle looked toward the bathroom.

The key lay dry inside the medicine cabinet — or as dry as a metal box of steam would allow. He could feel the cabinet’s presence without opening it.

“No,” he said.

Iris studied him. Face. Hands on his knees. Shoulders. Feet flat on the floor.

Then she closed her eyes.

The next morning, Lyle prepared a new glass of water under the single good bulb.

This time, before lowering the key, he wrote three rules on a sheet of paper. The pen dug. The counter was cool.

The first was:

ASK THE BODY FIRST.

He underlined it twice.

Then he waited to see whether Freya would come back.

The hollow-core leaned. The copper did not shine. The apartment smelled of grape he hadn’t poured, vanilla fading, and the ordinary dust of a radiator that had worked all night.


5
SCHOOL TOAST

Iris came back on the Friday.

Margot’s car double-parked outside the launderette because Margot did not come up any more, and Lyle went down for the handover in socks and shoes and no coat, which Margot noted without saying anything, in the way she had. The launderette’s steam ghosted the pavement. October air went straight through his shirt.

“Her reading log’s in the front pocket.”

“Got it.”

“It has to be signed. Not initialled. Signed.”

“I know.”

“You initialled it.”

“I know.”

Margot looked at him for a second longer than the exchange needed. Grocery bags in the back seat; left foot still angled toward the car as if the engine might leave without her.

“She’s had a week,” she said.

“What kind?”

“Ask her.”

Then she was gone, and Iris was standing on the kerb with her bag and her jacket over one arm, looking up at the building the way she did when she was deciding what her mood was going to be.

“There’s a smell,” she said.

“That’s the launderette.”

“It’s not.”

It was, in fact, not. Wet penny, faint, riding the stairwell down to meet them.



He had planned to say something about the door.

The door was leaning against the kitchen wall exactly where it had been for eleven days, beige, copper-edged, with a shallow groove around it that held water even when nothing had put water in it, and a knob hole he had begun to avoid looking directly at. The single good bulb made the copper look dirtier than it was.

Iris stopped in front of it, put down her bag, and considered it with her hands on her hips.

“Is it a desk?”

“It’s going to be a desk.”

“It’s a door.”

“It’s between things.”

“Like a caterpillar.”

“Exactly like a caterpillar.”

She accepted this completely and went to get the cereal, and Lyle stood in his kitchen and understood that he had prepared four separate explanations for a seven-year-old who had needed none of them. He found the back of a chair and held on.



She was angry with him on Saturday.

It came out of nowhere the way it did at that age, over a coat, and then not over a coat, and then over the fact that he had said he would come to the thing at the school in October and had then said the word probably, which she had heard, and had been carrying around since Tuesday. The coat still hung on the chair she was not using as a chair.

“You said probably.”

“I did say probably.”

“That means no.”

“It doesn’t always mean no.”

“It means no when you say it.”

That landed somewhere under the ribs and stayed there.

The old version of this — and he could feel it available to him, warm and ready, like a coat by the door — was to get down on her level and tell her how much he loved her, at length, with feeling, until the size of the feeling made the original complaint impossible to keep holding.

He had done that maybe forty times.

It worked every time, which was the problem.

He put the plates in the sink instead. Water on. Soap. His hands occupied.

“Okay,” he said.

“Okay what?”

“Okay, you’re right. Probably means no when I say it.” He turned the tap on. “I’ll tell you Wednesday. Yes or no, not probably. And if it’s no I’ll say why.”

Iris stood in the doorway with her arms crossed, waiting for the rest of it. Socks mismatched. Face set.

There wasn’t any rest of it.

After a while she said, “Fine,” in the tone of somebody who had been braced for a speech and had gone over the top into an empty field, and went to watch television, and was still faintly annoyed with him at bedtime, and he let her be.

He was proudest of that and could not have said so to anybody.



The chair had been broken since February.

It was Iris’s chair, the one at the end of the table, and one of the back struts had gone, and she had been sitting on a stool for eleven weeks and mentioning it approximately twice a week in the tone of a woman reporting a pothole to a council that had stopped answering.

Sunday morning he took the door outside.

The fire escape was cold through his socks before he remembered shoes. Eleven days of kitchen air left the hollow-core; alley orange was gone in daylight — just grey brick and a neighbour’s plant that had given up.

He had, briefly, a vision of himself as a man who owned a saw.

He owned a bread knife and most of a hacksaw blade with no handle, and he wrapped the blade in a dish towel and worked at a corner of the door for fifty minutes on the fire escape, and the veneer split badly, and inside the hollow core was a lattice of cardboard that came apart in his hands like something’s ribs. Cardboard dust on his wrists. Copper edge against his knee when he braced the slab. The groove had dried to a darker line, history more than water.

He cut two struts out of the ugliest part.

He glued them, clamped them with a bungee cord and a paperback, and let it set. The paperback was one of Margot’s she had never come back for.

The repair was visible from every angle in the room. Two pale wooden ribs, wrong-coloured, sanded badly, against forty years of dark varnish. His knuckle had a raw nick from the veneer that would scab and that he would stop noticing until something caught it.

Iris sat in it and rocked twice, testing.

“It’s ugly,” she said.

“It is.”

“Are you going to paint it?”

“No.”

“Good,” said Iris, and pulled the chair in, and that was the end of it.

The chair outlived a great many other things.



On Sunday afternoon Margot called about the reading log.

It went badly for about ninety seconds and then, for reasons Lyle could not afterwards reconstruct, it stopped going badly. He stood in the hall. Wallpaper scar where a picture had been.

“I signed it,” he said. “Actual signature. You can check.”

“I will check.”

“I know you will.”

“That’s not—” She stopped. “I’m not trying to catch you out.”

“You are a bit.”

“Yes.” A pause on the line. Traffic somewhere on her end. “All right, yes.”

And instead of the thing he normally did next — the joke, the small wound dressed up as wit, the sentence that made him the one being reasonable — Lyle stood in the hall and looked at the mark on the wallpaper where a picture had hung for six years and said:

“She had a hard week.”

“She did.”

“Do you want to tell me, or do you want me to ask her?”

There was a longer pause than the question needed.

“There’s a girl in her class,” Margot said.

They talked for eleven minutes. Nobody scored anything. At the end of it Margot said “Thank you” in a voice that had not had anything to do for a while, and Lyle put the phone on the counter afterward and did not feel clever, which was unfamiliar and not unpleasant. His hand stayed on the phone a second after the call ended.



He filled the glass at ten past nine on Sunday night.

He had told himself all weekend that he wasn’t going to, and then Iris was in bed, and the flat had that specific silence it had — fridge thinking, radiator dust, the door a quiet rectangle in the kitchen — and he got the key out of the towel and filled the glass and stood at the counter with the key in his hand about four inches above the water. Mineral teeth. Dull gold under the bulb. The nick on his knuckle white against the stem.

He had questions. Genuinely useful ones, that he had been writing on the back of the electric bill all week. What she was. Whether Harold was all right. Whether it hurt. Whether she could hear him now.

Whether she had been in the room on Friday.

The floor creaked in the hall.

Iris appeared in the doorway in the pyjamas with the fox on them, one hand on the frame, entirely unsurprised to find her father standing at the sink at night doing something.

“There’s a noise in the wall,” she said.

“That’s the pipes.”

“It’s a knocking one.”

“That’s what pipes do.”

She looked at the glass in front of him. She looked at the object in his hand, which was brass or bone and had little pale mineral teeth around the joints and which he had not, at any point, put down.

“What’s that?”

And there it was.

He could feel exactly how easy it would be. He had watched the water do it twice. Whatever came through was fast, and funny, and interested in him, and knew things, and Iris was seven and would have found it extraordinary and would have kept it secret if he asked her to, and he could have both — could have the woman and the daughter in the same room on a Sunday night, and told himself it was fine because nobody had said it wasn’t.

“It’s a tool,” Lyle said. “It came in the door.”

“What’s it for?”

“I don’t know yet.”

He put it down on the counter. Not quite parallel. Close enough that he noticed and left it.

Then he picked the glass up and poured it into the sink, and rinsed the glass, and put it upside down on the rack, and this took about four seconds and cost more than anything else he did that year. Water took the ordinary path. His hands did the ordinary work.

“Come on. Bed.”

“The knocking’s still going.”

“Then we’ll listen to it from your room.”

He sat on the end of her bed in the dark with his back against the wall, and the pipes did knock, twice fast and once slow and twice fast again, and neither of them said anything about it, and Iris was asleep before the fourth round. Her breathing evened. The fox on the pyjamas was a darker shape on darker cloth.

Lyle stayed a while.

Nobody saw him do it. His hands empty on his knees.

He went to bed pleased with himself, and lay there for some time arranging the story of it — the glass, the four inches, the sink — into the shape he would tell her when she came back, and how he would say it, and where in the telling he would stop and let her work out what it had cost him.

Then he went to sleep, and in the morning he initialled the reading log, because he had already signed it once and could not remember whether that counted. The pen was the kitchen pen. The nick on his knuckle caught the paper once and did not bleed.


6
STRONG CIRCULATION PREFERRED

The first paid exorcism began because Jared Bell drank from the wrong paper cup.

Lyle had gone to the basement of Saint Bartholomew’s Community Annex looking for a person who knew what the laryngeal key was.

The stairs down smelled of floor wax and old coffee. The handrail was metal, cold, sticky in patches where tape had been pulled off and never cleaned. Overhead, a fluorescent panel buzzed at a pitch that lived behind the eyes. At the bottom the air changed — warmer, drier, furnace-fed, with a faint damp under it as if the concrete never fully forgot rain.

The basement was longer than it was wide. Folding chairs had been set in two uneven rows facing a folding table. The floor was sealed concrete painted a sad institutional grey, scuffed into pale paths where feet had learned the routes to the coffee urn and the exit. Along one wall: a mural of smiling cartoon fish from a previous tenant, the paint bubbled near the baseboard. Along the other: the furnace behind a low rail, ticking itself toward usefulness. Acoustics were bad in the useful way — voices carried, secrets did not stay secrets, every chair-leg scrape arrived twice.

The event was called THE VEIL IS THIN: AN EVENING OF SPIRITUAL EXCHANGE, which sounded promising until he discovered that spiritual exchange meant twelve folding chairs, supermarket cookies on a paper doily, and a woman named Denise selling crystals beside the furnace on a card table with one leg shorter than the others.

The church had not organized the gathering. The church merely rented the basement to anyone willing to stack the chairs afterward. Maintained: the exit signs, the fire extinguisher with a current tag. Improvised: everything human.

Lyle had found the event through a flyer taped inside a launderette — the same launderette steam that ghosted the pavement under his building.

He brought the key wrapped in a dish towel. The good towel. It still held a faint kitchen smell under the copper that lived in the key now.

He also brought the hollow-core door because the key behaved differently near it, although carrying an entire door down those sticky-railed stairs made him feel less like an investigator and more like a contractor experiencing a private emergency. The copper edge knocked the doorframe once with a familiar tok. His knuckle nick from the fire escape caught the towel and did not bleed.

Donna Bell noticed him immediately.

She sat in the front row wearing a purple cardigan, three silver necklaces, and the attentive expression of someone who had spent years waiting for the universe to stop being coy. She had claimed the chair closest to Denise’s table — maximum proximity to whatever might happen.

“That door has an attachment,” she told him.

Lyle leaned it against the basement wall, copper groove facing the room, swollen bottom on the grey paint. Under the fluorescents the beige looked cheaper than it did in his kitchen.

“It came that way.”

Donna smiled.

“I meant spiritually.”

“So did I.”

This delighted her.

Donna had brought her son Jared because her car was in the shop and because Jared, despite being twenty-six, unemployed, and philosophically opposed to mornings, still drove her places when asked.

He occupied a chair in the back row with his hood pulled up and both legs stretched into the aisle — maximum distance from his mother and from sincerity. He had a thick beard, expensive sneakers, and the soft heaviness of a man whose primary exercise was explaining why a business had not launched yet. Cheap body spray traveled farther than he did.

He was recording something on his phone. The screen lit his face from below, annex-horror lighting for free.

Donna twisted around.

“Put that away.”

“It’s content.”

“You said you were between seasons.”

“I’m collecting bonus material.”

“You have nine listeners.”

“Nine confirmed listeners.”

Lyle sat two chairs away from him — close enough to watch, far enough to deny association — and placed the wrapped key beneath his seat. The dish towel made a small white flag against the grey floor. From here he could see the door, the exit stairs, and Donna’s necklaces catching every flicker of the bad fluorescents.

Jared glanced at the door.

“You carrying that around for spiritual reasons?”

“It’s complicated.”

“It’s a door.”

“That’s where the complication begins.”

At the front of the basement, Denise rang a brass bowl.

It produced a dull clunk that the concrete took and returned smaller.

Denise frowned at it and rang it again. Same clunk. The fish mural did not care.

“Tonight,” she announced, “we are gathering in a space of radical openness.”

The furnace turned on with a low industrial inhale. Warm air pushed the crystal table’s incense sideways. Heat found the backs of necks in the front row first.

Someone’s coat fell from the back of a chair. The scrape of the hanger-hook on metal echoed twice.

Denise closed her eyes.

“We invite any benevolent presences to make themselves known.”

Nothing did.

Lyle waited.

The key remained still beneath his chair.

For the next twenty minutes, the group performed breathing exercises, discussed recurring dreams, and passed around a gallon jug of water Donna had ordered from a website called Angel Springs Direct.

The label promised the water had been “vibrationally blessed at a frequency of 963 Hz.”

Lyle read it twice.

“That’s not how water works,” Jared whispered.

“You came willingly,” Lyle said.

“I drove my mom.”

“That is how cults acquire most men.”

Jared grinned.

The jug reached them.

Donna poured water into three paper cups and handed one to Lyle.

“You should hold your object near it.”

“My object?”

“The attachment.”

“I don’t think it likes being called that.”

Jared took a cup.

“I don’t think the plumbing part has feelings.”

The key hummed beneath Lyle’s chair.

He stopped. Wet-penny, faint under incense and body spray — his kitchen’s weather in the wrong building.

The sound was faint, nearly hidden by the furnace.

Jared lifted the cup. Paper rim wet. Blessed water catching the fluorescent stutter.

“Don’t drink that,” Lyle said.

Jared drank it.

The key vibrated hard enough to strike the underside of the chair. A sharp metallic complaint against metal legs. The dish towel jumped.

Jared lowered the cup.

His face emptied. Not peaceful — vacated.

Donna leaned toward him.

“Sweetheart?”

Jared’s shoulders pulled back.

His spine straightened.

He seemed to discover his full height one vertebra at a time.

One hand rose to his jaw, and Lyle — who had watched a pensioner do this in his kitchen and a delivery driver do it in a car park — stood so quickly his chair folded beneath him.

Jared was four inches taller than either of them and the movement had further to travel.

Jared looked around the basement.

His gaze passed over Donna, Denise, the table of crystals, the fish mural, the door against the wall — object-first, then the room’s exits, then the living.

Then he looked at Lyle.

“There you are,” Lyle said. The phrase left his mouth before he could sand it down for public.

Jared’s mouth tightened.

“You brought the door to church.”

“Technically, it’s an annex.”

“What is wrong with you?”

“A lot, according to several written evaluations.”

Freya looked down at Jared’s body.

She flexed his hands.

Rolled his shoulders.

Touched the beard.

Her fingers disappeared into it.

“This is appalling.”

Donna gasped.

“Jared.”

Freya tugged the beard experimentally.

“He’s hidden half his fucking face under an animal.” She rolled the shoulders, then the hips, and something in the lower back answered in a way she clearly had not expected. “Twenty-six,” she said, with real wonder. “Twenty-six, and every fucking thing in here already aches. What have you been doing to it?”

“Nothing,” Donna said.

“Yes. I can tell.”

“Don’t pull it,” Donna said. “He’s sensitive about the beard.”

Freya looked at her.

Jared’s face focused.

Donna went quiet.

“Who are you?” she asked.

Freya looked at Lyle.

Lyle looked toward the wrapped key under the collapsed chair.

He had not prepared the water.

Not intentionally.

The blessed water had touched Jared, the key had been near, and somehow that had been enough.

“Freya,” he said.

Donna’s eyes widened.

“You know her?”

“Not well.”

Freya scoffed.

Lyle corrected himself.

“Better than I’d like.”

“That is not what you said last time.”

Jared’s voice was still Jared’s, but the rhythm belonged entirely to Freya.

Donna stood.

“Jared, can you hear me?”

Freya tilted her head.

Beneath her expression, something moved.

Jared’s fingers tapped once against his thigh.

Then twice.

A fast, nervous beat.

Donna saw it.

“That’s his panic thing.”

Freya looked down at the hand.

It stopped.

“He’s frightened,” she said.

Donna pressed both hands to her mouth.

Denise approached from the front of the room, brass bowl held protectively against her chest.

“Is this a demonstration?”

“No,” Lyle said.

Freya said, “Yes.”

They looked at each other.

Denise brightened.

“I knew the energy had shifted.”

“The furnace came on,” Jared said from somewhere inside Jared.

Freya’s face twitched.

Lyle heard it too.

The words had come through Jared’s mouth, but not in Freya’s cadence.

Donna rushed forward.

“Jared?”

Freya staggered back.

Her hand clamped over his mouth.

For one second, genuine alarm crossed his face.

Then she regained control.

“He’s present,” Lyle said.

“I am aware.”

“Can he get out?”

“Can you stop asking that as if I’m a locked bathroom?”

Donna grabbed Lyle’s sleeve.

“You have to help him.”

“I’m working on it.”

“You said you knew her.”

“Knew is doing aggressive work in that sentence.”

Freya walked toward him.

Jared was four inches taller than Lyle and considerably broader. Freya seemed pleased by both facts.

“You should not have activated the key in public,” she said quietly.

“I didn’t.”

“You brought it into a basement full of water and suggestible strangers.”

“The water came in a sealed jug.”

“It was vibrationally blessed.”

“That’s not real.”

Freya glanced toward Donna.

“Apparently it was sufficient.”

Donna was crying now.

Not loudly. Tears slid down her face while she watched her son stand differently inside his own body.

Lyle’s stomach tightened.

“Leave him,” Lyle whispered.

“I just arrived,” Freya said through Jared’s mouth.

“He didn’t agree.”

“No one here did.”

“That doesn’t improve it.”

Freya’s expression hardened.

Behind her, Denise whispered something about spiritual warfare.

Donna heard her.

“Is that what this is?”

“No,” Lyle said.

“Yes,” Denise said.

Freya said, “It might be.”

Donna seized on the answer she could use.

“Can she be removed?”

Lyle opened his mouth.

The correct answer was that Freya would eventually be forced out by Jared’s body.

The honest answer was that Lyle did not fully understand how any of this worked.

The safest answer was to call an ambulance.

Then he noticed the envelope Donna had placed beneath the donation bowl.

Cash protruded from it.

He thought of the overdue electric bill.

He thought of Iris asking whether Bethany had agreed.

He thought of Freya disappearing into absolute silence.

“No,” he said.

Donna’s face collapsed.

Then Lyle heard himself continue.

“Not without a controlled extraction.”

Freya looked at him.

Very slowly, Jared’s eyebrows rose.

“A what?” Donna asked.

“A controlled extraction.”

Denise nodded as though this was a familiar term.

Lyle continued because stopping would have required courage.

“The entity has established a resonant pathway through your son’s…” He searched the basement for vocabulary. “Upper system.”

Freya stared at him.

Donna touched Jared’s chest.

“His heart?”

“Broader than the heart.”

“The soul,” Denise whispered.

Lyle pointed at her.

“Adjacent.”

Freya turned away so Donna would not see her smile.

“What do you need?” Donna asked.

Lyle surveyed the room.

A refreshment table.

Paper cups.

Salt packets.

A smoke detector on the wall.

Denise’s brass bowl.

A whisk resting beside a tray of cookie dough dip.

“I need copper,” he said.

Donna began removing her necklaces.

“Not jewelry.”

Lyle crossed to the wall and unplugged an extension cord.

Denise protested.

“That belongs to the church.”

“It belongs to the annex.”

“That’s still theft.”

“It is being requisitioned. Sit down, Denise.”

He stripped the cord with a butter knife.

Freya watched him wind copper around the whisk.

“What is that?” she asked.

“A conductive cross.”

“It is visibly a whisk.”

“Not to the spirit realm.”

“I am the spirit realm.”

“Then cooperate.”

Donna heard only enough to become frightened again.

“Is she resisting?”

“Violently.”

Freya folded Jared’s arms.

Lyle lowered his voice.

“You need to make this look difficult.”

“It is difficult. You’re holding a whisk.”

“React to it.”

“No.”

“I’ll give the money back.”

“What money?”

“Future money.”

Freya glanced at Donna.

Understanding dawned.

Her smile disappeared.

“You’re charging her?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You’re building a pricing structure with your eyes.”

“Help me get you out of Jared before he gets hurt.”

“And afterward?”

“We discuss it.”

“You mean you improvise a moral defence.”

“I’m excellent under pressure.”

“You are sweating into a church extension cord.”

Donna touched Lyle’s shoulder.

“What should I do?”

“Dim the lights.”

“They don’t dim,” Denise said.

Freya looked up at the fluorescent panels.

Jared’s body reached overhead, unscrewed one bulb, then another.

Half the basement dropped into shadow.

Donna screamed.

Freya handed the hot bulbs to Denise.

“There.”

Denise accepted them reverently.

Lyle placed the wrapped key in the brass bowl and poured the remaining blessed water over it.

The bowl began to hum.

Everyone heard it.

The joke thinned.

Water trembled around the instrument. The copper wire tightened against the whisk as though contracting.

Freya’s amusement faded.

“What did you do?” she asked.

“The same thing as usual.”

“No. You added copper.”

“You told me copper carried the field.”

“I said it carried pressure.”

“Those sound related.”

“They are related in the way a bath and drowning are related.”

Donna gripped the back of a chair.

“Is it working?”

Freya’s head snapped toward her.

Jared’s body shuddered.

The hand against his thigh began knocking again.

One-two.

One-two.

Faster.

“Jared?” Donna said.

Freya’s teeth clenched.

Lyle saw the blood before she did.

A dark line slid from Jared’s left nostril into his beard.

His eyes had begun to water.

“Freya.”

“I know.”

“Leave.”

“I can stabilize him.”

Jared’s chest hitched.

His left hand curled inward.

Donna rushed forward, but Lyle held out the whisk.

“Stay back.”

He had no idea whether that mattered.

It sounded authoritative.

Freya wiped the blood with the back of Jared’s hand.

“He does this.”

“Does what?”

“Bleeds.”

“Not like that.”

“You don’t know him.”

“Neither do you.”

Freya glared at him.

Jared’s body swayed.

Lyle put down the whisk.

He caught Jared’s face between both hands. The nick on his knuckle pressed into beard and heat.

“Get out.”

Freya went still.

The beard was wiry and damp at the edges. There was a warm animal smell coming off the man that was entirely Jared’s — cheap body spray, sweat, the inside of a hood worn all day. Under Lyle’s right palm a jaw he had never touched in his life worked once, slowly, like it was chewing on a decision. Behind Freya’s eyes the annex fluorescents made two small cold rooms.

And behind all of it, looking out, furious at him for ordering her away and frightened that he might be right, was her.

The room went away for about half a second.

Freya’s gaze dropped to his mouth.

Lyle’s did the same.

He was going to. That was the appalling part — he had time to know it. He was going to kiss Jared Bell full on the mouth in a church annex in front of the man’s mother, and he was going to mean it, and none of the meaning was going to be for Jared.

Then Donna threw a handful of salt.

It struck Jared in the side of the face.

Freya recoiled.

“What the fuck, Donna?”

Donna crossed herself.

Denise gasped.

Lyle blinked salt from his eyelashes.

Freya looked back at him.

“Do that again,” she said.

Lyle stared.

Donna whispered, “It’s taunting you.”

Freya smiled with Jared’s mouth.

“For the ritual.”

Jared’s knees buckled.

The smile vanished.

Lyle caught him beneath the arms.

“Freya.”

“I can hold him.”

“No.”

“I have him.”

“He is not something you have.”

The words reached her.

Freya’s expression changed.

Jared’s body trembled against him.

His hand struck Lyle’s side once.

Twice.

A frightened signal from somewhere behind her.

Lyle lowered his voice.

“Leave him.”

Freya looked at Donna.

Then at the key vibrating in the bowl.

Then back at Lyle.

“Catch his head,” she said.

“What?”

“Catch it.”

Freya left.

Jared’s entire weight collapsed.

Lyle barely stopped his skull from striking the concrete floor. The grey paint was gritty under his knees. Salt stuck to his palms.

Donna screamed his name.

Jared coughed.

His eyes opened.

He looked at the ceiling.

Then at Lyle above him.

“Why are you holding me?”

“You fell.”

Jared swallowed.

His hand went to his bloody nose.

“What happened?”

Donna dropped beside him and wrapped both arms around his shoulders.

“You were possessed.”

Jared looked at Lyle.

Then at the whisk wrapped in copper wire.

“By a cooking show? Piss off.”

Donna laughed and sobbed at the same time.

Even Denise looked disappointed that the crisis had ended before she could ring the bowl again.

Lyle sat back on his heels.

Freya was gone.

He could no longer feel her anywhere.

One moment, she had been looking at him through Jared’s eyes.

The next, the body contained only Jared.

Lyle looked down at his empty hands.

Donna helped her son into a folding chair.

Denise brought tissues.

Someone found a cold bottle of water and pressed it to Jared’s neck.

The group gathered around him, speaking softly.

Nobody looked at Lyle for nearly a minute.

He stood beside the humming bowl, alone.

Donna approached him after Jared’s nose stopped bleeding.

She held the cash envelope.

“I don’t know how to thank you.”

“You don’t have to.”

“You saved my son.”

Lyle glanced at Jared.

Jared was conscious, pale, and trying to convince Denise that he did not need his aura combed.

“I didn’t exactly save him.”

Donna pressed the envelope into Lyle’s hand.

“You brought him back.”

Lyle felt the thickness of the bills.

He thought of handing them back.

He nearly did.

Then the basement lights flickered.

His electricity had been scheduled for disconnection that morning.

He closed his fingers around the envelope.

“Aftercare is important,” he said.

Donna nodded urgently.

“Of course.”

Lyle hated himself a manageable amount.

He slipped the envelope inside his coat.

The basement door opened.

A woman stepped inside wearing black work pants, heavy boots, and an employee badge from a twenty-four-hour pharmacy. Cold stairwell air came in with her and made the incense look stupid.

She was a little older than Jared, perhaps thirty. Her dark hair was pinned up with two pens. She smelled like hand sanitizer and night shift. She looked tired before she saw the room.

Then she saw:

the blood on Jared’s shirt,

Donna crying,

salt scattered across the floor,

two missing fluorescent bulbs,

the copper-wrapped whisk,

and Lyle standing beside a bowl of brown water.

Her tiredness became something sharper.

“Why is Jared bleeding?”

Donna rushed toward her.

“Cora, thank God.”

Cora did not take her eyes off Lyle.

“What happened?”

“He was possessed.”

Cora looked at Jared.

“By what, unemployment?”

Jared lifted his head.

“There was a woman.”

The joke left Cora’s face.

She crossed the room and crouched in front of him.

“Did you hit your head?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Do you know where you are?”

“Church basement.”

“Community annex,” Lyle said.

Cora looked over her shoulder.

“Who are you?”

Lyle considered several identities.

“Consultant.”

“With the church?”

“No.”

“With him?”

“Temporarily.”

Cora checked Jared’s pupils.

“Did he take anything?”

“No,” Donna said.

“The water,” Jared murmured.

Cora looked at the gallon jug.

Then the bowl.

Then the key submerged inside it.

“What is that?”

Lyle moved between her and the bowl.

“Specialized equipment.”

“That is a bone in soup.”

“It is not bone.”

“You don’t know what it is, do you?”

“I know several things it isn’t.”

Cora stood.

She was not tall, but she had the rare ability to make height seem administratively irrelevant.

Her eyes settled on the envelope bulging inside Lyle’s coat.

“How much did she give you?”

Lyle touched the pocket.

“That is not the important part.”

“That is a sentence people say when the amount is important.”

Donna stepped between them.

“Cora, stop. He helped.”

“He has a whisk wrapped in electrical wire.”

“It conducted the entity.”

Cora closed her eyes.

“Mom.”

“You weren’t here.”

“I was at work.”

“I called you.”

“I cannot leave a pharmacy because Jared starts speaking in bloody tongues.”

“It wasn’t tongues,” Jared said. “She was British or something.”

Lyle said, “Not British.”

Cora turned on him.

“You spoke to her?”

“Briefly.”

“How briefly?”

“Long enough to establish rapport.”

“You were flirting,” Jared said.

Lyle stared at him.

Donna stared at Jared.

Cora stared at Lyle.

“I was not.”

Jared touched his nose.

“You grabbed my face.”

“It was part of the extraction.”

“She liked it.”

“You were unconscious.”

“I wasn’t all the way unconscious.”

The room quieted.

Cora crouched again.

“What do you remember?”

Jared looked at his hands.

“Being crowded.”

Donna made a small sound.

Jared continued carefully.

“She was looking through me. I could feel her looking. She hated my beard.”

“That could have been anyone,” Cora said.

“She knew things.”

“What things?”

Jared rubbed his left wrist.

The wrist he had been pretending did not hurt.

“She knew about this.”

Cora looked at Donna.

Donna looked away.

Jared’s voice lowered.

“She wasn’t trying to hurt me.”

Lyle listened.

Jared stared at the floor.

“She just didn’t think I counted enough.”

Cora stood slowly.

She walked toward Lyle.

“Give my mother her money back.”

Lyle glanced at Donna.

Donna shook her head.

“No.”

“Mom.”

“He provided a service.”

“He electrocuted a whisk.”

“No electricity was applied to Jared.”

“That is not the defence you think it is.”

Lyle removed the envelope.

He looked inside.

Two hundred and forty pounds.

Donna’s car repair money, most likely.

His electric bill was two hundred and eleven.

He handed the envelope to Cora.

She counted it.

Then handed it to Donna.

Donna immediately tried to return it to Lyle.

Cora intercepted her wrist.

“No.”

“But he helped.”

“If he helped, he can send an invoice.”

Lyle said, “I can do that.”

Cora looked at him until the idea died.

As Lyle returned the envelope to his coat, a folded piece of yellow paper slipped from the inner pocket and fell to the floor.

Cora picked it up.

Lyle reached for it.

She stepped away.

The flyer read:

PAID HOST NEEDED

Consciousness-sharing experiment.

One hour maximum. Cash on completion.

No drugs.

Possible nausea, memory disturbance, emotional residue, temporary loss of motor control.

No sexual activity unless separately discussed and approved.

Must be over twenty-one.

Strong circulation preferred.

At the bottom was Lyle’s phone number.

Cora read the flyer twice.

Her eyes returned to one line.

“Strong circulation?”

Lyle cleared his throat.

“We had an issue with an older gentleman.”

“You have done this before?”

“Not for money.”

“This was for money.”

“This became for money.”

Donna peered over Cora’s shoulder.

“What does ‘host’ mean?”

“Nothing,” Cora and Lyle said together.

Jared held out his hand.

“Let me see.”

Cora gave him the flyer.

He read it.

“You have a sex clause?”

“It is a prohibition,” Lyle said.

“It says unless separately discussed.”

“Consent requires specificity.”

Cora looked at him.

“That may be the most upsetting correct thing you’ve said.”

Jared handed the flyer back.

“Who wrote this?”

“I did.”

“The formatting is terrible.”

“It’s a draft.”

Cora folded the paper along its original crease.

“You’re looking for people to let the woman inside them.”

“Yes.”

“Willingly.”

“Yes.”

“So what happened to Jared?”

Lyle looked at Jared’s bloodied shirt.

“An exception.”

Cora’s expression hardened.

“No. It happened first. The ethics came after.”

Lyle had no answer.

From the brass bowl, the key gave one quiet hum.

Everyone turned toward it.

Cora looked from the key to Jared.

Then to Lyle.

She tucked the flyer into her pocket.

Lyle blinked.

“Are you taking that?”

“Evidence.”

“Of what?”

“I haven’t decided.”

Donna touched Cora’s arm.

“You believe us?”

Cora looked at Jared.

He had begun tapping his fingers against his thigh.

One-two.

One-two.

His own rhythm — and then, with no change at all in his face, two fast, one slow, two fast, and then his own again.

Jared did not notice.

Cora did not know what she had just watched, only that she had watched it.

“I believe something happened,” she said.

Then she looked at Lyle again.

“And I believe this man should not be allowed to manage it unsupervised.”

Lyle almost smiled.

Cora saw that too.

“Do not mistake that for interest.”

“I wasn’t.”

“You were.”

“I find competence reassuring.”

“You met me forty seconds ago.”

“It has been a very efficient forty seconds.”

Cora pointed toward the bowl.

“Pack up your bone.”

“It isn’t bone.”

“Pack up your haunted cutlery and get out before I call the police.”

Lyle retrieved the key from the tea-dark water in the bowl. Mineral teeth. Older smell lifting once, then gone under incense.

He wrapped it in the dish towel. Hands steady enough.

Then he lifted the hollow-core door. Copper edge cold. Weight he knew in his wrists from the alley stairs at home.

At the basement exit, he stopped beside Cora. The fluorescent buzz followed them to the door and lost.

She still had the flyer in her pocket.

“You seem responsible,” he said.

Cora stared at him.

Behind her, Jared sat with dried blood in his beard while Donna argued that spiritual services should be tax deductible.

Lyle nodded toward the flyer.

“The opening became available unexpectedly.”

Cora’s hand closed into a fist.

Lyle carried the door up the stairs before she could hit him.

Three nights later, his phone rang.

He answered on the second ring. Kitchen bulb. Door against the wall. Ordinary radiator dust.

“Lyle Mercer.”

Cora said, “Before we discuss anything, my mother gets every pound back.”

Lyle looked at the groceries on his counter. His hands were empty except for the phone.

“And after that?”

“One hour,” she said.

Behind her voice, he could hear Jared objecting.

Cora continued:

“He watches. We write down the rules. I choose the signal that ends it. She leaves immediately when I use it.”

Lyle sat down.

The key lay wrapped in front of him.

It had begun to hum.

“And if Freya says no?”

“Then you two can go back to exorcising each other with kitchen appliances.”

Lyle smiled.

“When can you come over?”

“I’m not coming to your apartment.”

“Why?”

“Because my first impression of you involved blood, fraud, and a whisk.”

“That’s fair.”

“I’ll send an address.”

“Cora?”

“What?”

“Why are you doing this?”

Silence.

When she answered, the humor had left her voice.

“Because Jared said she didn’t think he counted.”

Lyle looked at the key.

“And?”

“I want to see whether she can count when someone makes her.”

The line went dead.

The key hummed once beneath its towel.

Two fast.

One slow.

Two fast.


7
TERMS AND CONDITIONS

Cora chose the basement beneath Bellini’s because it had one door, no windows, and a floor drain.

The stairs down were concrete, painted the same grey as the annex but worn through to aggregate in the centre of each tread. Oil and tomato and bleach lived in the walls in layers. Sound went soft the moment the upstairs door shut — not silent; padded, as if the bulk cans and shelving absorbed argument before it could travel. One bare bulb on a pull chain at the landing. Everything else was clamp light or phone light or the freezer’s occasional interior flash when someone opened it for nothing.

She worked upstairs five nights a week, on top of the pharmacy, serving veal to people who believed snapping their fingers was a form of communication. The pharmacy was days and the restaurant was nights, and on Thursdays it was both, and she had explained this exactly once, to Lyle, in the tone of a woman reading out a meter reading. The restaurant closed at eleven. By eleven-thirty, the cooks had gone, the owner was asleep in his office, and the basement belonged to industrial shelving, bulk tomato cans with dust crowns, a floor drain that never fully dried, and a freezer that groaned every six minutes like something reconsidering death. Between groans: the drip of a pipe into a shallow pan someone had placed and never emptied.

Lyle arrived carrying the hollow-core door. Copper edge cold. The tok against the stairwell jamb was quieter here than in his building, swallowed by stock.

Jared followed him down the stairs. Expensive sneakers careful on the wet-looking paint that wasn’t wet.

“Why is he bringing that?” Cora asked.

“The key behaves better near it,” Lyle said.

“The key behaves?”

“Not in a way I can prove.”

Cora stood beside a folding table wearing jeans, a black sweater, and the expression she usually reserved for customers who discovered gratuity on the bill. Two pens already in her hair — pharmacy habit, restaurant permanence. The table was metal, cold enough that paper stuck slightly when laid flat. She had wiped it once with a bar towel; the towel hung on the chair back, damp, tomato-pink at one corner.

Three clamp lamps had been attached to an overhead pipe.

Their bulbs pointed upward. Hard white against industrial cream paint. Everyone’s eyes would sit in shadow; every page on the table would be bright.

Cora looked at them.

Then at Lyle.

“Why?” Jared asked.

“Visibility,” Lyle said.

“They’re lighting the ceiling.”

“It creates dimensionality.”

“It creates shadows under everyone’s nose.”

Lyle adjusted one lamp. The pipe ticked as the clamp bit. Heat began to gather under the metal shade.

“You complained about the basement.”

“I said it was dark.”

“Yes.”

“I didn’t ask you to make it look like an illegal surgery.”

Jared descended behind the door carrying two folding chairs and a paper bag of takeout containers. Grease had already mapped the bag. The smell of fried dough cut the tomato-bleach air.

“It looked worse before the lamps.”

Cora pointed at him.

“You’re here to observe,” Lyle said.

“I brought mozzarella sticks,” Jared said.

“You’re here to observe quietly.”

“I can do two things.”

“You once burned ramen.”

“The instructions were deceptive.”

Lyle leaned the door against the wall between a stack of 10s tomato and the floor drain. Its copper-edged channel was dry — darker line only, history. Under the clamp light the beige looked almost honest.

The laryngeal key sat wrapped in a dish towel on the folding table beside a plastic basin, a bottle of water, a roll of paper towels, and a first-aid kit Cora had brought herself. Surfaces arranged like a procedure: paper left, water center, body tools right. Space between each object large enough that nothing could brush by accident.

She had also brought:

a blood-pressure cuff,

a kitchen timer,

a legal pad,

two pens,

an instant cold pack,

a bottle of electrolyte drink,

and three copies of a six-page document titled:

TEMPORARY VOLUNTARY POSSESSION AGREEMENT

The paper was thick enough to hold a crease. Staples precise. Each stack squared to the table edge. Silence after the freezer’s groan made the rustle of Lyle picking up a copy sound like an admission.

Lyle picked up the contract. The page was cool. Ink black, dense, no generous leading.

“You made copies.”

“One for me, one for you, one for Jared.”

“Why does Jared get one?”

“Because the last time your ghost entered somebody, he was the somebody.”

Jared opened the paper bag.

“Do I sign?”

“No.”

“Can I eat?”

“Not over the forms.”

Lyle turned the first page. The staple caught his thumb. Single-spaced. Numbered sections. Subsections. Initial boxes like small empty mouths.

A handwritten addendum had been stapled to the back — different pen pressure, Cora still thinking after the printer stopped.

“This is longer than my divorce agreement.”

Cora pulled out a chair. Metal legs scraped once on concrete; the padded air took the scrape and kept it short.

“That explains your divorce.”

Lyle sat. The chair was too low for the table. Contract height became negotiation height: eyes slightly up to meet hers if she stood.

Jared made a sound that might have been a laugh and disguised it as a cough. Grease on his fingers; he kept them off the paper.

Cora remained standing. Advantage of paper author.

“Before we start, your mother’s money.”

Lyle reached into his coat.

He placed an envelope on the table.

Cora counted the bills.

Two hundred and forty pounds.

All of it.

She returned the envelope to her bag.

“You didn’t spend any?”

“I considered several purchases.”

“You bought those lamps.”

“They were returnable.”

“You kept the receipt?”

Lyle looked toward Jared.

Jared said, “He did not keep the receipt.”

Cora wrote something on the legal pad.

“What did you write?” Lyle asked.

“Pattern of poor documentation.”

“This is not an audit.”

“It became one when you brought props.”

“They’re equipment.”

Cora sat across from him.

“Read the agreement.”

“All six pages?”

“Out loud.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to hear which parts make you hesitate.”

Lyle looked at her.

Cora folded her arms.

He began.

“‘The host, hereafter Cora Bell, knowingly and voluntarily permits the occupying consciousness known as Freya, surname unknown—’”

“Deceased surname unknown,” Cora corrected.

“That feels unnecessary.”

“It establishes identity.”

“She’s dead.”

“That establishes status.”

Lyle wrote the word deceased above the line.

Jared ate a mozzarella stick.

“‘The permitted occupation shall begin only after verbal confirmation by the host and shall last no longer than sixty minutes.’”

“Fifty,” Cora said.

“The contract says sixty.”

“I changed my mind.”

“You can do that?”

“Yes.”

Lyle crossed out sixty and wrote fifty. Pen dig. The line through sixty was darker than it needed to be.

Cora initialed beside it. Her initial was small, exact, no flourish. The ink took a second to dry on the cheap photocopy stock; she did not smudge it with her sleeve.

“Keep going.”

“‘The host may terminate permission at any time, for any reason, including reasons not stated, understood, justified, or communicated.’”

Lyle looked up.

“That’s comprehensive.”

“It means no arguing.”

“I don’t argue.”

Both siblings stared at him.

Lyle returned to the page.

“‘Withdrawal shall be communicated by either the spoken phrase blue morning or three consecutive curls of the smallest finger on the host’s left hand.’”

He demonstrated with his own finger.

“That?”

Cora watched.

“Slower.”

He did it again.

“Why that signal?”

“Jared’s fingers kept moving when she controlled the rest.”

Jared stopped chewing.

Lyle lowered his hand.

Cora continued:

“If I can speak, I say blue morning. If I can’t, I move the finger. If neither works, Jared ends the session.”

“How?”

“He removes the key from the water.”

Lyle looked toward the wrapped instrument.

“That may not force her out.”

“Then he hits you with the door.”

Jared nodded.

“I accepted that responsibility.”

Lyle read on.

“‘Freya shall not access, repeat, investigate, or disclose private memories unrelated to the immediate operation of the host’s body.’”

He paused.

“How is she supposed to know whether a memory is private before accessing it?”

“She can ask.”

“She’d have to encounter it first.”

“Then she backs away.”

“From a memory?”

Cora tapped the contract.

“That is the rule.”

“This is metaphysically vague.”

“So is she.”

Lyle could not dispute that.

“‘Freya shall not contact any person by telephone, letter, electronic message, or in person while using the host’s body without specific permission.’”

“Reasonable.”

“‘Freya shall not consume alcohol, medication, tobacco, or recreational substances.’”

“Also reasonable.”

“‘She shall not cut, dye, shave, pierce, mark, injure, photograph, undress, or otherwise alter the host’s body or appearance.’”

Lyle glanced at Cora’s hair.

Two pens held it in a loose knot.

“Photograph?”

“I don’t want pictures of my face that I didn’t take.”

“Fair.”

He turned the page.

Then stopped.

Cora watched him.

“Read it.”

Lyle cleared his throat.

“‘There shall be no sexual activity.’”

“Continue.”

“‘This includes kissing, genital contact, breast contact, intentional arousal, undressing for erotic purposes, insertion, penetration, simulated sexual conduct, or use of the host’s body to solicit sexual attention.’”

Jared lowered the mozzarella stick.

Lyle looked at Cora.

“You wrote intentional arousal.”

“Yes.”

“How would we determine intent?”

“By asking whether you did it on purpose.”

“What if it happens accidentally?”

“Then nobody acts on it.”

“This could have been one sentence.”

“It was one sentence. Then I met you.”

Jared covered his mouth with one hand.

Lyle continued.

“‘Any future sexual activity requires a separate written agreement executed while the host is unoccupied.’”

He set the page down.

“That phrase is unpleasant.”

“Which one?”

“Unoccupied.”

Cora looked toward the hollow-core door.

“You’ve been calling people hosts.”

“That was her word.”

“It was yours on the flyer.”

“It was shorter than temporary corporeal provider.”

“That’s worse.”

“I know that now.”

The laryngeal key hummed beneath the towel.

Everyone became quiet.

Cora looked at it.

“Can she hear us?”

“No,” Lyle said.

“You’re sure?”

“When she isn’t in a body, she can’t hear, see, or feel anything.”

“Nothing?”

“Nothing.”

Cora looked at the contract.

Jared looked at his hands.

The freezer groaned.

Cora said, “Then we explain everything again when she arrives.”

Lyle reached for the water bottle.

“Wait.”

Cora rolled up her left sleeve.

She checked her pulse.

Then fitted the blood-pressure cuff around her arm.

Jared watched the numbers.

“Hundred eighteen over seventy-six.”

“Write it down,” she said.

He did.

Cora removed the cuff and placed both hands flat on the table.

“Before we do this, I want one thing clear.”

Lyle waited.

“I’m not helping you run exorcism scams.”

“We haven’t discussed employment.”

“You handed me an advertisement at my brother’s fake exorcism.”

“It was an exploratory offer.”

“I’m here to find out what happened to Jared. I’m here because another person who agrees is better than another person who doesn’t. And I’m here because I need the money.”

Lyle nodded.

“Those can all be true.”

“They stay separate.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you don’t turn the money into gratitude. You don’t turn curiosity into permission. And you don’t decide that because I agreed once, I agreed next time.”

Lyle’s expression lost its humor.

“Okay.”

Cora studied him.

“Say it properly.”

“I understand.”

“No.”

Lyle looked at the contract.

“You agreeing tonight does not mean you agree next time.”

“Good.”

“And if you tell her to leave, she leaves.”

“If I tell her.”

“If you signal.”

“And if she doesn’t?”

Lyle looked at the door.

“Jared uses the door.”

Jared raised one hand.

“With enthusiasm.”

Cora opened the water bottle. Plastic crack. Cap set down on paper towels, not on the contract.

She poured it into the plastic basin.

The stream sounded too loud in the basement — a clean domestic sound in a place built for bulk and cold storage. Everyone listened to water as if it were a third party speaking.

Lyle unwrapped the key. Dish towel folded back with both hands. Under the clamp lamps, the brass-and-bone surface looked damp despite being dry. Mineral deposits clung to the prongs like little pale teeth. The pointed end caught the light. Wet-penny waited under tomato-bleach and fryer grease, not yet released.

Cora’s confidence flickered.

Only once.

Jared saw.

“So did mine,” he said.

Cora looked at him.

“The first second,” Jared continued. “Before she came in. It felt like missing a stair.”

Cora nodded.

“Were you scared?”

“Yes.”

“Did she know?”

“Yes.”

“What did she do?”

Jared rubbed his wrist.

“She stayed.”

Lyle lowered the key toward the basin.

Cora held up one hand.

“Not yet.”

He stopped.

She looked at Jared.

“You don’t leave.”

“I won’t.”

“You don’t let him explain anything away.”

“I’ll try.”

“Don’t try.”

“Fine.”

Then she looked at Lyle.

“When she comes in, don’t touch me.”

“Unless you fall.”

“Unless I fall.”

“No face grabbing.”

Lyle’s ears warmed.

Jared looked between them.

“What face grabbing?”

“Nothing,” Lyle said.

Cora said, “He grabbed your face.”

“I remember.”

“It was medical.”

“It was horny,” Jared said.

Lyle lowered the key into the water. Four inches, then contact. His knuckle nick white for a second against the stem.

The basin answered with a low vibration that ran into the metal table and into their wrists if they were touching it.

Cora inhaled. Hands still flat where she had left them — terms held in posture.

The water darkened around the prongs.

Thin brown threads unfurled from the metal and spread across the surface. Older smell, brief, wrong for a restaurant, familiar to Lyle alone until the others had no choice.

“Last chance,” Lyle said.

Cora looked at the basin.

Then at Jared.

Then back at Lyle.

“I consent to fifty minutes under the written terms.”

The hum rose.

Cora touched the water.

Her fingers stiffened.

She gasped.

Her chair scraped backward.

Jared stood.

Lyle gripped the edge of the table but did not reach for her.

Cora’s head bowed.

Her shoulders tightened.

For several seconds, nothing else happened.

Then her left hand rose to her jaw.

Her mouth opened.

Shifted left.

Then right.

“There you are,” he said, before her eyes had finished lifting.

Cora’s face turned toward him.

Freya looked first at the key.

Then at Lyle.

Then at Jared.

Her gaze dropped to the contract.

“What is this?”

Cora’s voice, Freya’s cadence.

Lyle smiled despite himself.

“Terms and conditions.”

Freya picked up the first page. Cora’s fingers, Freya’s care with paper — edges aligned, no bend.

Her eyes moved rapidly down the text. Clamp-light glare on the dense ink.

“You’ve unionized. Christ.”

Jared sat again.

“She did.”

Freya looked at him.

For an instant, Jared’s face tightened.

Freya saw it.

Her attention returned to the document.

“Cora volunteered?”

“Yes,” Lyle said.

“Why?”

“She has questions.”

“Everyone has questions. Most people lack stationery.”

Freya looked down at Cora’s body.

She flexed the hands carefully.

Tested each finger.

Rolled the shoulders.

She reached toward the pens in Cora’s hair.

Lyle said, “No alterations.”

Freya stopped.

Her eyes narrowed.

“You remembered the rule.”

“It’s been active fourteen seconds.”

“And already oppressive.”

She continued reading.

When she reached the sexual-activity section, she stopped.

Jared watched her.

Lyle pretended not to.

Freya read aloud:

“‘There shall be no insertion, penetration—’”

She stopped. Her gaze lifted to Lyle, then travelled down Cora’s own body, unhurried, taking inventory of the premises.

“A little late for that.”

“You know what it means.”

“I know what it says.” She turned the page back and read the line again, apparently for the pleasure of it. “Somebody has drafted a clause forbidding me to enter a body, inside a document whose entire purpose is to let me enter a body, and nobody in this basement has noticed except me.”

Jared choked on mozzarella.

Lyle rubbed his forehead.

“You know what it means.”

“I know what she hopes it means.”

Cora’s smallest finger twitched.

Once.

Not the signal.

A warning.

Freya looked down at it.

“Oh, she’s very present.”

“Can you hear her?” Jared asked.

“Not as speech.”

“What, then?”

“Pressure. Images. Objections.”

The finger twitched again.

Freya smiled.

“Mostly objections.”

Lyle pointed at the contract.

“No intentional arousal.”

“I am reading.”

“The way you’re reading is provocative.”

“I’m using her eyes.”

“You’re doing something with her mouth.”

“This mouth naturally appears skeptical.”

Cora’s finger curled once.

Freya flattened the hand on the table.

“Fine.”

Jared leaned toward her.

“Can you feel me?”

Freya’s humor faded.

“Yes.”

“Do you remember being inside me?”

“Yes.”

“Everything?”

“No.”

“What do you remember?”

Freya set down the contract.

Lyle glanced at the timer.

Forty-seven minutes remained.

Freya looked at Jared.

“Your left wrist hurt.”

“It still does.”

“You hated the fluorescent lights.”

“Everyone hates fluorescent lights.”

“You were afraid your mother would see you frightened.”

Jared’s jaw tightened.

“You kept thinking about Cora.”

Cora’s body reacted before Freya could control it.

A sharp intake of breath.

Jared noticed.

“What about her?”

“You wanted her to come.”

“She always comes.”

Freya looked down at Cora’s hands.

Something passed across her face.

Not memory.

Proximity to memory.

“She took you to the emergency room when you were fourteen.”

Jared stood.

Cora’s smallest finger curled once.

Twice.

Freya recoiled from the thought.

“I’m not looking.”

“You just said it.”

“It surfaced.”

“That’s private.”

“I didn’t ask for it.”

Cora’s third curl began.

Freya released the memory so quickly that Cora’s entire body jerked.

The finger straightened.

Nobody spoke.

Freya looked at the contract again.

“Private memories unrelated to operation,” she said.

Her voice had changed.

Less amused.

“I understand.”

Jared sat slowly.

“Did I ask you to leave?”

Freya did not answer.

“Last time,” he said. “Did I?”

“Yes.”

“Did you know I was asking?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you?”

Freya looked toward Lyle.

He did not rescue her.

Cora’s body held very still around her.

“Because I had just arrived,” Freya said.

Jared’s face went blank.

Freya continued before she could soften it.

“I had been nowhere. Then I was in a body. I could hear. I could feel the room. I could see Lyle. You were frightened, and I knew that, but I had just arrived.”

Jared looked at his hands.

“So you stayed.”

“Yes.”

“Until he told you.”

Freya glanced at Lyle.

“Yes.”

Cora’s mouth tightened under her.

It was strange to watch two women disagree through one set of muscles.

“What is she saying?” Lyle asked.

Freya’s eyes remained on Jared.

“She thinks that is worse.”

“She’s right,” Jared said.

Freya looked at him.

For once, she had nothing sharp ready.

The kitchen timer ticked.

Forty-three minutes.

Lyle picked up the contract.

“Cora wants to know whether you agree to the rules.”

“I’m already here.”

“That isn’t an answer.”

Freya’s irritation returned, but thinner.

She read the withdrawal clause.

“Blue morning or three curls.”

“Yes.”

“And I leave immediately.”

“Yes.”

“What if leaving quickly harms her?”

Cora’s finger moved once.

Freya paused.

Then said, “She says that is her risk to choose.”

“Do you agree?”

Freya looked at the water.

The key vibrated softly inside the basin.

She could leave now.

Lyle could see the thought.

If she refused, Cora would end the session.

If she agreed, someone else would decide when Freya returned to nothing.

“I agree,” she said.

Jared wrote the time on the legal pad.

Lyle said, “Cora wants verbal confirmation.”

Freya looked annoyed.

Then:

“I agree to leave immediately upon the phrase blue morning or three consecutive curls of the smallest finger. I agree that tonight’s permission applies only tonight. I agree not to access private memories deliberately. I agree not to alter, injure, intoxicate, undress, photograph, contact others through, or sexually use Cora’s body.”

Her eyes shifted to Lyle during the last phrase.

Cora’s pulse jumped visibly in her throat.

Freya felt it.

So did Lyle.

Nobody mentioned it.

Jared did.

“Her heart rate went up.”

Cora’s eyes closed.

Freya said, “Bodies react.”

“That’s in the contract,” Jared said.

Lyle checked.

“It is.”

Freya leaned closer to read over his shoulder.

Cora’s hair smelled faintly of coffee and restaurant soap — the stamp the annex hadn’t had yet, earned here under lamps.

Lyle noticed.

Freya noticed him noticing. Space between collar and hovering fingers held like a clause.

Her voice lowered.

“You wore the shirt.”

Lyle looked down.

It was the dark green button-down she had once approved through somebody else’s uniform.

“You told me to.”

“I didn’t think you listened.”

“I listen.”

“To compliments.”

“Those are still words.”

Freya reached toward his collar.

Stopped before touching him.

Her fingers hovered beside the third button.

It sat in the fourth hole.

Freya smiled.

“You’ve done it again.”

Lyle glanced down.

“Done what?”

“Buttoned it wrong.”

Jared groaned.

“You dressed yourself in the basement.”

“It looked correct upstairs.”

Freya’s hand remained near his chest.

Not touching.

Cora’s pulse quickened again.

Freya went still.

Her expression changed.

“What?” Lyle asked.

“She can feel me.”

“We established that.”

“No.”

Freya looked down at Cora’s body.

“She can feel what I feel.”

Jared stopped eating.

“What does that mean,” he said. “Practically.”

Freya did not take her eyes off Lyle.

“It means that when I looked at him a moment ago, her mouth went dry and her stomach dropped and there is heat in this body that she did not put there and cannot get out of, and she is lying underneath all of it perfectly still, hoping nobody in the room can tell.”

Jared set the mozzarella stick down on the table.

“Can we tell?”

“Her brother can’t.” Freya looked away at last. “Her brother is the only one.”

Cora’s smallest finger twitched, but did not curl.

Freya looked at Lyle.

Somewhere under the black sweater, Cora’s heart did something that every person in the basement could see in her throat, and that only one of them had chosen.

“You’re attracted to me,” Lyle said.

Freya laughed.

Cora’s voice made it brighter than usual.

“That is an ambitious interpretation.”

“You’re using her pulse as a smoke screen.”

“It is her pulse.”

“But your feeling.”

“And her body.”

Jared raised the contract.

“No intentional arousal.”

Freya did not look away from Lyle.

“Nothing intentional has occurred.”

“Your hand is still near his shirt,” Jared said.

Freya lowered it.

Cora’s shoulders relaxed.

Lyle said, “Are you attracted to me?”

Freya’s eyes narrowed.

“You don’t know what I look like.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

Freya stared at him.

Then Cora’s finger curled sharply.

Once.

Lyle stopped breathing.

Twice.

Freya’s face changed.

The flirtation vanished.

“Cora?”

The third curl came slowly.

Freya stepped backward from Lyle.

“Blue morning,” she said herself.

Then she left.

Cora collapsed sideways.

Jared caught her before her head struck the table. Contracts skidded; one page drank a drop of brown water at the corner and bloomed.

The chair tipped. Metal scream short in the padded air.

Lyle grabbed the basin and moved it out of the way as water sloshed across the floor toward the drain that had justified the room. The key rang once against plastic.

Cora opened her eyes almost immediately.

She shoved Jared’s hand from her shoulder and rolled onto her knees.

“Timer.”

Jared checked it.

“Thirty-eight minutes left.”

Cora sat against the freezer.

Her breathing was rapid.

Lyle crouched several feet away.

He kept his hands visible.

“Are you hurt?”

Cora looked at him.

Her face was hers again.

That distinction was already frighteningly easy to make.

“No.”

“Why did you signal?”

She swallowed.

Jared opened the electrolyte drink and handed it to her.

Cora took it.

“She was enjoying it.”

Lyle looked toward the key.

Freya could not hear them.

Cora continued:

“She was enjoying being here. The body. The room. You.”

Jared sat beside her.

Cora pressed the cold bottle against her neck.

“And I could feel her wanting you.”

Lyle looked away.

“No — ” Cora stopped, and started again, because she had tried the easy sentence first and it had not been accurate. “It isn’t that I could tell she wanted you. It’s that I wanted you. In here.” She put two fingers flat against her own sternum, without any tenderness whatsoever, the way you point at an error on a form. “With my body. Using my parts. And I have met you twice, and I don’t, and there was nowhere in me to put it.”

“That violated the contract?”

“No.”

Cora’s answer surprised him.

“She stopped before touching you. She was trying to follow it.”

“Then why end the session?”

“Because I wanted to.”

Lyle nodded.

Cora watched him accept them.

“She left immediately,” Jared said.

Cora looked at her smallest finger.

“Yes.”

“Before you finished the signal,” Lyle said.

“After the third curl.”

“She said the phrase herself.”

Cora’s expression shifted.

“She knew.”

Lyle looked at the empty place where Freya had been.

“She always knows more than she admits.”

“That isn’t what I mean.”

Cora drank.

“She felt me want out. She didn’t make me prove it.”

Jared stared at the floor.

The freezer groaned behind them.

After several minutes, Cora stood.

Her knees nearly failed.

Lyle moved instinctively.

Cora held up one hand.

He stopped.

She steadied herself on the table.

“Payment.”

Lyle blinked.

“Now?”

“Possession is work.”

He took out the envelope he had prepared.

Two hundred pounds.

Cora counted it.

Jared watched.

“You’re keeping it?”

“Yes.”

“I thought you wanted Mom’s money back.”

“That was Mom’s money.”

“This is mine.”

She put the cash in her pocket.

“Dinner is friendship. Possession is work.”

Lyle frowned.

“Nobody offered dinner.”

“You brought restaurant food into a restaurant basement,” Jared said.

Cora pointed toward the mozzarella sticks.

“Those were marked waste at closing.”

“Upcycling.”

Cora gathered the contracts. Squared the stack. Damp corner isolated face-out so it would dry without sticking.

She wrote the actual end time beside the clause and signed beneath it. Pen pressure firm. No flourish.

Then she added:

HOST TERMINATED WITHOUT EXPLANATION. EXIT WAS IMMEDIATE.

Lyle read it.

“You’re documenting that positively?”

“I’m documenting what happened.”

“Will you do it again?”

Cora capped her pen.

“I don’t know.”

Lyle looked at the basin a second too long.

She saw that.

“Don’t make that face.”

“What face?”

“The one where you confuse access with affection.”

Lyle looked toward the key again.

“I barely know you.”

“That has not protected anyone so far.”

Jared stacked the folding chairs.

Cora picked up her bag.

At the basement stairs, her knees buckled once more.

She caught the railing.

“Sit down,” Jared said.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re shaking.”

“I have to close the register.”

“You’re off the clock.”

“I’m never off the clock.”

A small voice came from the top of the stairs.

“Dad?”

Lyle looked up.

Iris stood in the doorway wearing pyjama pants beneath her winter coat. Mrs. Alvarez stood behind her, holding Iris’s overnight bag and looking furious.

“She woke up,” Mrs. Alvarez said. “You were not upstairs.”

“I left a note.”

“You left a note that said basement.”

“It was accurate.”

“I am going home.”

Mrs. Alvarez handed Iris the bag and left before Lyle could thank her.

Iris descended slowly.

She saw Jared.

Then Cora.

Then the basin of brown water.

Her eyes moved to the contracts.

“Did she come?”

“Yes,” Lyle said.

Iris looked at Cora.

“Is she still in there?”

“No,” Cora said.

Iris studied her face.

Then her hands.

Cora let her.

After a moment, Iris nodded.

“You’re Cora.”

“I’m Cora.”

“You look sick.”

“I feel sick.”

Iris opened her overnight bag.

She removed a bottle of strawberry electrolyte drink.

“I saved this.”

Lyle stared.

“You said you drank it.”

“I said I opened it.”

“That was strongly implied.”

Iris handed the bottle to Cora.

Cora accepted it.

“Thank you.”

“It tastes better cold.”

“I believe you.”

Iris looked toward the key.

“Did Freya listen?”

Cora glanced at Lyle.

“Yes.”

“All the way?”

Cora considered the question.

“When I told her to leave, she left.”

Iris smiled.

Not widely, but enough.

“Good.”

She climbed onto one of the folding chairs Jared had not yet stacked and pulled her coat tighter around herself.

Cora opened the strawberry drink.

She sat beside Iris.

Jared found another mozzarella stick.

Lyle began collecting the wet paper towels.

For ten minutes, nobody spoke about possession.

Iris asked Cora why restaurants put parsley on things nobody intended to eat. Cora explained that adults decorated food when they wanted to charge more for it. Jared disputed the economic model. Lyle found four unopened packets of marinara and warmed them on top of the freezer motor.

Cora stayed until her hands stopped trembling.

Freya perceived none of it.

The next time she entered, she would find that Iris knew Cora’s name.

That Cora had a preferred drink.

That Jared had begun calling the basement “the office.”

That Lyle had bought a fourth folding chair.

She would find a room that had continued arranging itself after she was gone.

For now, Cora drank strawberry electrolyte under the crooked lamps while Iris explained that grape tasted like medicine pretending not to be medicine.

On the folding table, beside the dry key, the contract waited — cool again, edges soft from handling, denser with the night than with ink.

At the bottom of the final page, beneath Cora’s signature, Lyle wrote one additional rule. His hand was not quite steady; the letters stayed clear anyway.

Nobody is furniture.

He stared at the sentence.

Then he underlined it.

Once.

Not twice. The freezer groaned. The pipe dripped into its pan. Upstairs, nothing knew.
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Iris’s teacher had assigned a family tradition.

“Not a holiday,” the rubric specified. “Something your family does that is only yours.”

Iris sat at the kitchen table with construction paper the colour of cheap construction-site orange, scissors sticky at the hinge, and the expression of a child who had realised too late that her family’s primary tradition was fraudulent spiritual extraction. Evening through the plastic blinds was that thin hospital blue that made glitter look like something medical. The hollow-core leaned in its usual place; the copper groove held no water tonight, only the darker memory of it.

“We could do pancakes,” Lyle said. “We do pancakes.”

“Everyone does pancakes.”

“We do them on Tuesdays.”

“That’s not a tradition. That’s just when you remember to buy batter.”

Lyle was washing dishes. He had washed the same plate three times. Foam dying on the rim. His hands red at the knuckles, the nick from the fire-escape pale against soap.

Freya was in Cora, who sat across from Iris with a cup of tea that was mostly honey — amber skin on the surface under the single good bulb. Cora’s body wore a cardigan she had explicitly agreed Freya could borrow from Lyle’s closet, provided nothing underneath was removed. The cardigan was too large and smelled like Lyle’s detergent. History on sleeves: dishwasher steam, someone else’s shoulders.

“What do we do that nobody else does?” Iris asked.

Cora’s finger tapped the table.

Two fast.

One slow.

Two fast.

“We tell stories,” Freya said.

“Everyone tells stories.”

“Not like mine.”

“Your stories are scary.”

“Your stories are boring. The one about the turtle who learned to share made me want to remove my own ears.”

“Freya,” Lyle said.

“What? It was pedagogical torture. The turtle had no interiority.”

Iris considered this.

“What’s interiority?”

“The part where you know what someone wants but they can’t say it.”

“Like when Dad wants to go to bed but stays up because he’s sad?”

Lyle dropped the plate.

It did not break.

He picked it up and resumed washing.

“Exactly like that,” Freya said.

Cora’s hand reached across the table and adjusted Iris’s scissors so the blades aligned properly.

“What about the key?”

“What key?” Iris asked.

“The door key. The one your father found. The one that opens—”

“Freya,” Lyle said, sharper.

“The closet where we keep the good cereal,” Freya finished.

Iris was not fooled, but she was distracted.

“We don’t have a cereal closet.”

“We should. Secret cereal is an excellent tradition.”

Iris returned to her paper. She had drawn a rough outline of their apartment — linoleum suggested by grey scribble, the door a tall rectangle with a copper crayon line — but added rooms that did not exist: a library, a greenhouse, and a room labeled DO NOT ENTER beneath a skull and crossbones.

“What’s this one?” Freya asked, pointing to the greenhouse.

“That’s where Cora grows her tea.”

Cora’s expression surfaced briefly through Freya’s.

“I don’t grow tea.”

“In the picture you do.”

“Why?”

“Because you like it. And you’re always cold. The greenhouse is warm.”

Cora looked at the drawing through Freya’s eyes.

Iris had drawn a radiator shaped like a dragon.

“That’s very accurate,” Cora said quietly.

“I know. I’m good at accurate.”

Lyle dried his hands and sat beside Iris.

“What if we do the tooth fairy?”

“That’s baby.”

“It is supernatural commerce. A nocturnal entity exchanges currency for biological material. That is disturbing.”

“Dad.”

“What about the hollow-core door? We could call it an art project.”

“We could call it a door.”

“It is a door.”

“Then it’s not a tradition. It’s furniture.”

Freya leaned back and stretched Cora’s arms above her head, an expansive gesture Cora herself rarely made.

“What about the tapping?”

Iris looked up.

“You tap when you’re thinking,” Freya said. “Two fast, one slow, two fast. I do it. You learned it. Your father pretends he doesn’t notice, but he counts.”

Lyle said nothing.

“It’s a family code,” Freya continued. “Nobody else knows what it means.”

“What does it mean?”

Freya smiled.

“Nothing. That’s the point. It means we’re paying attention to each other.”

Iris wrote in large careful letters:

MY FAMILY TAPS

Beneath the words, she drew three figures:

A tall man with too many buttons.

A small person holding a rabbit.

A medium person with a teacup.

The medium person had Freya’s posture, though Iris was drawing Cora’s body.

“Is that me?” Cora asked.

“It’s all of you,” Iris said. “When you’re here.”

Lyle looked at the drawing.

Something gathered beneath his ribs. Not happiness exactly. The anticipation of happiness, perhaps. The upward climb before the drop.

“I need glue,” Iris said.

“We don’t have glue.”

“Then how do I attach the glitter?”

“What glitter?”

Iris pointed to a bag of silver glitter on the counter.

Lyle did not remember buying it.

Cora did not remember bringing it.

Freya adjusted the cardigan and said nothing.

“You bought glitter,” Iris accused.

“I bought supplies,” Lyle said.

“You bought glitter because Freya likes shiny things.”

“Freya likes many things.”

“She likes glitter and your shirts and making me laugh when I’m supposed to be sleeping.”

Cora’s face went carefully neutral.

Freya was hiding, or trying to.

Lyle stood.

“I’ll get glue. The hardware store is open until nine.”

“It’s eight-forty,” Cora said.

“Then I’ll run.”

He put on his coat.

At the door, he stopped.

“Field-trip permission slip. Museum. Due tomorrow.”

“You forgot?” Iris asked.

“I remembered at eight-forty-seven instead of two in the morning. This is growth.”

He ran to the hardware store.

He bought glue that dried clear.

He bought a small cactus because Iris had mentioned wanting a plant six weeks earlier, on a Tuesday, while eating pancakes.

He got exact change for the museum fee.

He completed the permission slip on the bonnet of his car using the store’s pen.

When he returned, Freya and Iris were covered in glitter.

The teacup had been knocked over. The borrowed cardigan carried a silver streak along one sleeve.

“Bird poop,” Iris announced, holding up her project.

The three figures were encrusted in silver.

“It’s beautiful,” Lyle said.

“It’s accurate. We’re shiny.”

He produced the permission slip, the exact change, and the cactus.

Freya looked at them.

Cora surfaced in the surprise.

“You remembered,” she said.

“I’m trying to.”

The kitchen timer rang.

Freya’s posture shifted.

“My hour.”

Iris did not look up.

“Stay for dinner.”

“I can’t.”

“You stayed two minutes last time.”

“And Cora wrote it on the contract.”

“She writes everything.”

“That is why civilization continues.”

The prepared water sat in its basin near the hollow-core door. Tea-dark already at the edges where the key had waited. Wet-penny under honey and glue.

Freya preferred leaving beside it. The water gave the departure somewhere to pull, reducing the violent backward snap through the host. It was a courtesy, not a requirement — plumbing ethics.

Freya stood beside the basin. Cardigan cuff silver. Timer’s plastic tick the loudest honest thing in the room.

“The cactus needs sun,” she said. “The window without the draft.”

Then she withdrew.

Cora returned seated at the kitchen table, the glue stick still in her hand.

She blinked at Iris.

At Lyle.

At the three silver figures.

“What did I miss?”

“You helped with the project,” Iris said.

“Did I do a good job?”

“You did a Cora job. That’s the best kind.”

Cora smiled.

“I should go. I have class in the morning.”

“Stay for dinner,” Lyle said.

“You already paid me for the hour.”

“Stay anyway.”

Cora looked at Iris, who was placing the cactus in the correct window.

“I’ll stay. But I’m washing the glitter off first.”

They ate pasta.

Cora told a story about a restaurant customer who tried to pay with a coupon from another restaurant.

Iris laughed hard enough to snort milk.

Lyle did not check his phone once.

After dinner, Cora helped Iris pack her backpack. She found the permission slip taped visibly to the front and the museum fee sealed in a labeled envelope.

“You really did this,” she said.

“I told you. Growth.”

After Cora left and Iris fell asleep, Lyle sat alone with the project propped on the coffee table.

Three figures.

One drawing.

All of them silver.

He touched the medium figure — teacup person, Freya’s posture in Cora’s outline.

Glitter came away on his finger. Silver on the nick. He did not wipe it off right away.
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THE NEGOTIATION

It happened on a Thursday.

The apartment without Iris had a different pressure — not empty, held, like a room waiting for a form to be filled. Cheap blue through the blinds. Fridge thinking. Door against the wall like a third party that had not been invited to the negotiation.

Cora arrived at seven wearing rust-coloured trousers the shade of dried blood if you were unkind and of autumn leaves if you were not, and a blouse she hated, purchased for a cousin’s wedding and resented ever since. The fabric whispered when she moved. Restaurant soap under something sharper she had put on for courage.

“You look nice,” Lyle said.

“I look like a garnish.”

“You look like someone who owns a blouse.”

“I don’t want to own a blouse. I want to own rent money.”

Iris was spending the night with Mrs. Alvarez. The rabbit was gone with her. The fort cushions still held the shape of a child on the couch.

Cora reviewed the session terms on the kitchen table. Paper under the bulb. Pen uncapped. Hands flat once, then not.

One hour.

No phone use.

No private memories.

No sexual contact without an additional agreement made while Cora was fully herself.

Freya entered at seven-fifteen.

Cora’s face settled into Freya’s focus.

Freya looked down at the blouse.

“This is tragic.”

“You chose it,” Cora said through the shared mouth.

“I did not choose it. I merely have to inhabit the consequences.”

They had become better at sharing speech. Not effortlessly. Cora could surface in short bursts if Freya allowed room.

The fact that they argued more often comforted Lyle and unsettled him in equal measure.

Cora was no longer afraid to push.

Freya was no longer careful enough to avoid needing the push.

Freya crossed the room.

“We need to talk.”

“About what?”

“About the fact that you look at me like you want to kiss me. I look at you like I want to be kissed. Cora is inside this with us, feeling everything, while we pretend not to breathe at each other.”

Lyle sat heavily on the couch.

“I don’t—”

“You do. I do. Innocence is becoming humiliating.”

Freya sat beside him. Distance measured in couch cushions — close enough for breath, far enough for a clause.

The blouse whispered against the upholstery. Cheap fabric doing expensive work.

“Cora,” Freya said aloud. “Are you listening?”

Cora’s expression surfaced unevenly through Freya’s focus.

“I’m always listening. That’s the contract.”

“I want to kiss him.”

A pause.

“Do I have permission?”

Cora breathed through the shared body before answering.

“One kiss. I stay present. You do not push me down.”

“Agreed.”

“And it ends when I say it ends.”

“Yes.”

Freya turned to Lyle.

Cora’s face was flushed.

Whose reaction caused it, Lyle could not tell.

Freya touched his jaw with Cora’s fingers.

The touch was light.

Exploratory.

“This is strange,” he said.

“Everything about us is strange. This is simply the first part we’re admitting is romantic.”

She leaned toward him.

Lyle met her halfway.

Their lips touched.

Cora’s mouth tasted of honey tea — the same amber as the dinosaur-project cup, history in a kiss. Warmth. A pulse under skin that was not only one woman’s.

Freya kissed with an insistent curiosity, slightly desperate and slightly amused by its own desperation. Lyle’s hand found the back of the couch, not her, and stayed white-knuckled on the fabric.

Lyle pulled away first.

“Are you okay?”

He did not know whom he was asking.

Cora surfaced.

Her eyes focused entirely as her own.

“That felt like being present at someone else’s first date.”

Freya laughed from somewhere within the same expression.

A startled, almost young sound.

“I’m sorry,” Lyle said.

“Don’t be sorry. Be aware.”

Cora touched her chest.

“I felt my lips. My breath. My heart speed up. I don’t know whether that was her or me or both. I don’t like not knowing.”

Freya’s focus returned.

She looked at Lyle.

“Again.”

“No,” Cora said immediately.

Freya’s mouth tightened.

“One kiss,” Cora continued. “You honored it. Now I’m ending early because I need to sit in my body without the two of you breathing through it.”

Freya closed her eyes.

She withdrew without argument.

Cora returned sitting beside Lyle.

Her face was pale but composed.

“I’ll come back,” she said. “But we need new terms.”

She stood.

“That was not nothing.”

After she left, Lyle poured a glass of tap water. No key near it.

He drank it in the kitchen under the single bulb and tried to remember what his mouth had tasted like before honey and contract and rust-coloured trousers in the doorway. The dish towel hung dry on the oven. The door did not comment.
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THREE JOBS

The business learned its own other people’s front rooms, salt on carpet that would never fully vacuum out, the case handle warm from Lyle’s hand.

Job One: The Cleansing

Mrs. Patterson wanted her brownstone cleansed before listing it for sale.

She was seventy, widowed, and convinced her husband’s ghost was preventing buyers from making offers.

“He sits in the study,” she told Lyle. “He sighs. He was a great sigher.”

Freya used David, a retired actor who missed audiences.

David was tall, silver-haired, and possessed the kind of bone structure that made supernatural occupation appear aristocratic.

They staged the cleansing in the study. Brownstone light through heavy drapes the colour of old wine. Dust motes turning in the shaft. The husband’s chair still held the hollow of a man who had sighed for decades — leather cracked at the arms where thumbs had worried.

Lyle sprinkled salt. It caught in the carpet’s long pile and would outlast the listing photos.

Freya sighed extravagantly through David. David’s lungs made melancholy sound expensive.

Mrs. Patterson frowned.

“That isn’t my husband’s sigh.”

“Your husband’s sigh was depressed,” Freya said. “I’m providing the deluxe version. Melancholy with a trace of regret.”

Mrs. Patterson laughed.

She paid them four hundred pounds and a jar of preserved peaches. The glass was sticky. The peaches floated in syrup the colour of late sun through kitchen curtains. Lyle carried the jar home like evidence of a kinder job than the one they had done.

Job Two: The Punishment

Mr. Kessler hired them because he believed his wife was possessed.

“She’s become disobedient,” he said.

His wife, Anna, sat beside him with a fading bruise around one wrist — yellowing at the edges, the colour of a lie that had almost healed. The living room smelled of lemon polish and something scorched under it. Chairs too formal for the hour.

Freya was in Cora under strict terms.

Thirty minutes.

No physical contact with the client.

Immediate withdrawal if Cora felt unsafe.

Mr. Kessler described Anna’s symptoms.

She had stopped cooking properly.

She asked where he went at night.

She no longer wanted to attend his office parties.

Freya listened.

Cora listened.

Then Freya turned Cora’s body toward Anna.

“What is your name?”

“Anna.”

“Do you want to be here?”

Mr. Kessler stood.

“That isn’t part of the evaluation.”

Freya kept her eyes on Anna.

“Do you want to be here?”

Anna looked at her husband.

Then at Cora’s body.

“No.”

Cora’s smallest finger curled once.

Permission.

Freya turned toward Mr. Kessler.

“The infestation is not inside your wife.”

He frowned.

Freya pointed at his watch.

“It is standing three feet to her left and overdressed for the occasion.”

Mr. Kessler’s face darkened.

Lyle moved between him and Anna.

Freya continued before he could speak.

“The attached presence appears territorial, controlling, and resistant to female autonomy. Removal requires isolation from its preferred target.”

Mr. Kessler stared.

“What does that mean?”

“It means you come into the hallway with Lyle while I prepare your wife.”

Lyle caught on.

Barely.

He ushered Kessler outside.

“Masculine entities often resist public extraction,” Lyle said.

Inside, Freya placed the client’s fee into Anna’s hands. Cash warm from Kessler’s wallet, colder in purpose.

“Fourth Street shelter,” she told her. “Back entrance. Use a different cab company from the one he knows.”

Cora’s finger tapped agreement against her thigh — two fast, one slow, two fast, too quiet for the hall to hear.

Anna left through the kitchen. Screen door. Evening air. The lemon polish stayed behind with the man.

By the time Kessler realised there had been no extraction, she was gone.

Cora withdrew early.

When she returned, her hands shook.

“We chose to intervene,” she said. “She asked. I said yes.”

Lyle nodded.

“But I don’t want to do that again. I don’t want to feel that afraid in my own skin.”

Lyle paid her double.

She accepted the money because possession was work.

Her hands were still shaking when she left. Lyle watched them from the porch light’s cheap yellow cone until the dark took her. Possession was work. Fear was also work. The double pay sat folded in her pocket like a receipt that could not cover everything.

Job Three: The Rejection

Marcus had hosted Freya twice before.

Both sessions had gone smoothly.

The third did not.

Repeated possession had consequences.

His body recognized her now.

Recognition did not produce familiarity.

It produced defence.

The moment Freya entered, Marcus’s spine arched. The client’s spare bedroom had floral wallpaper and a window unit that dripped into a stained pan — domestic weather, wrong for what was happening.

His throat constricted.

His hands clawed at his chest. Nails short. Panic exact.

Freya tried to settle.

The body pushed harder.

“Lyle,” she gasped through Marcus’s mouth. “He’s rejecting.”

Marcus screamed.

Lyle seized the basin and threw the prepared water across the floor. Tea-dark slap on laminate. Wet-penny and vomit rising together. The key rang against the tub rim.

The pathway broke.

Freya was expelled so violently Marcus vomited into the plastic tub. The body knew its history better than the contract.

The client stared in horror.

“The entity was too powerful,” Lyle said, breathless. “We had to abort for the host’s safety.”

He refunded the client.

Then he sat with Marcus in the bathroom until the shaking stopped.

Marcus looked at him with eyes entirely his own.

“I could feel her trying to fit.”

“I know.”

“I kept pushing.”

“That was your body protecting you.”

“I didn’t mean to.”

“You didn’t have to mean to.”

Marcus swallowed.

“I just didn’t want her there.”

Lyle nodded.

“That’s your right.”

He paid Marcus triple.

Afterward, Lyle sat among the fake instruments in the boot of the car. Car-park sodium light the colour of weak tea.

Salt in a bag that had held groceries once.

Food-coloured water in bottles that still wore sports-drink labels under the marker.

Copper wire that remembered the annex whisk.

The business was becoming successful.

Repeat clients.

Referrals.

Enough money to pay bills before the red notices arrived.

He could not stop seeing Marcus’s face.

A body could agree twice and refuse the third time without changing its mind.

The body had its own history.

He called Cora.

“I want better contracts.”

Cora was quiet.

Then:

“That’s a very good idea, Lyle.”
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TAKINGS

The problem with the business was that it kept working.

Not the money. The money was fine and then good and then, briefly, in July, alarming — eleven hundred in a fortnight, which Lyle handled by buying a coat he did not need (navy, too formal, hung in the closet smelling of shop plastic for weeks) and then feeling strange about the coat.

The problem was the effects. Rooms that remembered the fourth line. Hands that itched for the laminated card the way they used to itch for the key.



They had a system by then. Freya went in the day before and did the groundwork — the cold spots, the smell, one drawer that would not stay shut. Lyle arrived on the day with the case. The case contained a censer he had bought at a garden centre, four bottles of water, a stole from a theatrical costumier, and a laminated card in a language he had assembled from a Latin hymn and the ingredients list on a bottle of Polish vodka.

The card was the joke. The card had always been the joke. He read it out in a voice Freya described as a man doing the shipping forecast during a hostage situation, and she made the body do something appalling, and he said the last line and slapped his hand on the forehead, and she came out.

That was the trick. Say the words, hit the mark, she leaves.

In July the words started arriving early.



The first time, he assumed he had misjudged the timing.

They were in a semi in Ferndale with a woman named Pat and Pat’s two sisters, and the host was a nephew who had agreed to it for a hundred and twenty, and Lyle got to the fourth line of the card — not the last, the fourth — and the nephew went down like a dropped coat.

Two beats early.

Lyle covered it. He did the rest of the card over the body, which looked committed, and Pat cried, and one of the sisters said “he’s got the gift” to the other one, and they paid in cash and gave him a Tupperware of something.

In the car — Martin’s car, because the new man on the roster drove, which was most of why Lyle had taken him — Freya said, “That wasn’t me.”

“You went out early.”

“I went out because I was put out.”

“Don’t.”

“I’m telling you what happened in the room I was in.”

“You lost your grip. It happens. He’d been drinking, you said he’d been—”

“Lyle.” She turned Martin’s head. “I have been leaving bodies for twenty-six years. I know the difference between falling out of a window and being shown the door.”

He put the radio on.



The second time was three weeks later and he could not put the radio on, because the second time it was a stranger.

A man had come to a job. Not a host. Not part of it. A neighbour who had wandered in through an open door to see what the noise was, and had stood at the back of somebody’s front room while Lyle read the fourth line of the laminated card.

The neighbour’s knees went.

He was fine. He was up in ten seconds, embarrassed, apologetic, blaming his blood pressure, and everybody in the room was so completely inside the story by then that they took it as a bonus.

Lyle went out to the car and sat in it.

Freya, when she got there, did not make a joke, which was how he knew she had been thinking about it too.

“He wasn’t hosting,” Lyle said.

“No.”

“There was nothing in him.”

“No.”

“So what went out of him.”

Freya was quiet.

“Nothing went out of him,” she said. “Something arrived at him. That’s not the same shape.”



He tested it once, on his own, which he did not tell her about for four months.

He sat in the kitchen at eleven at night with the laminated card and no host and no water and no key anywhere near him — door behind him beige and copper-dark, single bulb, ordinary silence of a flat that had learned too many kinds of quiet — and he read the whole thing through in his ordinary voice, at his ordinary volume, to an empty room.

Nothing happened.

He read it again with the voice on.

The extractor fan over the hob, which had not worked since March, turned over twice and stopped. A mechanical throat clearing. Lyle’s hands flat on the table so they would not reach for anything.

Lyle sat looking at it for a long time. Then he got up, put the card in the drawer under the tea towels, and went to bed with the light on, and in the morning he told himself the wiring in this flat had always been a joke, which was true, and had nothing to do with anything, which was not.



“How does it work?” he asked her, in August.

“How does what work?”

“Any of it. Yours. Why does the water do it? Why the key? Why is there a procedure at all — you’re a dead woman, why do you need a shape to come through?”

Freya, in Martin, was doing the crossword badly on purpose. Martin’s silver hair in the afternoon light through the windshield; ink on a callused actor’s finger.

“Because that’s what a door is,” she said. “You don’t get in because you want in. You get in because someone made a place where getting in is possible, and then it stays made.”

“Made by who?”

“Somebody who needed it. Usually somebody who needed it very badly.” She filled in a wrong answer with satisfaction. “That’s most of the supernatural, in my experience. Somebody wanted something so much that they wore a groove in the world, and then everybody afterwards walks in the groove and calls it a law.”

Lyle thought about that.

“We’ve done sixty-one jobs,” he said.

“Sixty-three.”

“Sixty-three rooms where between four and eleven people watched me say a set of words and something happened.”

Freya’s pen stopped.

“Yes,” she said.

“That’s — Freya, that’s about four hundred people.”

“Four hundred and six, if we count the ones at Donna’s twice, and we should, because they’ve told everyone.”

He waited for her to make it small.

She did not make it small. She put the pen down and looked at the crossword and did not make it small, and after a while she said:

“You should stop asking me questions you already have an opinion about. You’re better at this than you think and it makes you frightening in a way I like and don’t.”



He did not stop.

He got worse, if anything, over the rest of that summer — added a second card, changed the stole, worked out that the fourth line landed harder if he took a breath before it. He would say afterward, to himself, in the specific hours, that he had been refining the act, and that a man refining an act is not a man building an instrument.

There is a version of him that put the case in a skip that August.

That version does not have the money. Iris does not get the coat, and the school trip, and the four hundred pounds in an envelope when Margot’s boiler went, and the year of her father being a man who could produce four hundred pounds.

Lyle knew that. He had it ready, in the front of the drawer, for anyone who ever asked.

Nobody asked.
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THE TOOTH

Iris’s tooth had been loose for a week.

She moved it with her tongue during breakfast (milk and cereal dust on the table), cartoons (blue flicker on her cheek), and the elaborate nightly fiction in which she claimed she had already brushed her teeth. The loose tooth made a tiny wet click when she smiled too hard.

Lyle offered to pull it.

“No.”

“Why?”

“You’ll do it wrong.”

“How does someone pull a tooth wrong?”

“You’ll use pliers.”

“They’re clean.”

“They’re pliers.”

Freya was in Cora that evening.

Cora had arrived in her waitress uniform — black, coffee and restaurant soap, a grease ghost near the hem — and spent the first half of the session working on accounting homework while Freya complained about compound interest. Pens in the hair. Timer on the table. Basin near the door, dark at the rim.

Lyle sat at the far end of the kitchen table assembling invoices. Paper, pen dig, the business learning its own paperwork weather. His hands smelled faintly of salt from the last job.

Iris emerged from a couch-cushion fort and opened her mouth.

Freya looked up.

“Yes, monster?”

Iris pointed at the tooth.

Freya leaned closer.

“It is hanging by a thread.”

“Don’t say thread. Thread is scary.”

“What terminology has been approved?”

“Ready to graduate.”

Freya examined it again.

“Your tooth appears academically prepared.”

Iris nodded.

“Do you want me to do it?” Freya asked.

“Yes.”

“Why me?”

“Because you won’t pretend it won’t hurt.”

Freya’s expression softened.

“It will hurt briefly.”

“How briefly?”

“Shorter than being afraid.”

Iris thought about that.

“Don’t count.”

“I wasn’t planning to.”

“And no thread.”

“I possess no thread.”

Freya washed Cora’s hands and dried them with a paper towel, Cora’s preference — hygiene as contract. Kitchen light on wet knuckles.

Then she crouched beside Iris. Eye level. No pliers in the room, though Iris checked Lyle’s face for them anyway.

“May I touch your face?”

“Yes.”

Freya steadied Iris’s jaw.

“Ready?”

“No.”

Freya waited.

Iris took one breath.

Then another.

“Do it.”

Freya pulled.

The tooth came free with a small wet sound — plumbing of the body, brief and honest.

Blood spread along Iris’s gum, bright under the bulb.

Her eyes watered immediately, less from pain than from the body’s offense at having opened.

Freya placed the tooth in Iris’s palm.

Tiny.

White.

Blood shining at the root.

“That was inside me.”

“Most of you is inside you.”

“That’s disgusting.”

“Correct.”

Lyle brought a folded paper towel.

Iris pressed it to her gum.

Freya remained crouched.

“You moved,” Freya said. “But you didn’t run.”

“I almost did.”

“Almost is not an action.”

Iris studied the tooth.

“Will you put it under my pillow?”

“Is that the custom?”

“The fairy brings money.”

“How much?”

“One pound. Two if the pull was hard.”

“The pull was easy. You were difficult.”

“That should count.”

Freya carried the tooth to Iris’s room and placed it beneath the pillow.

Then she checked Cora’s pocket.

Her hand stopped at the opening.

Cora’s smallest finger tapped once.

Freya waited.

It tapped again.

“Permission granted,” Freya said.

She removed a pound coin and placed it beside the tooth.

“The note,” Iris said.

“What note?”

“The fairy writes a note.”

“Why?”

“To prove she came.”

“That is a troubling evidentiary standard.”

“Curlicue handwriting.”

“I cannot promise curlicues.”

“Fancy printing.”

Freya wrote on the back of a grocery receipt — milk, eggs, the glitter long since paid for:

Dear Iris,

Your tooth has been received and added to the great tower. Your contribution has been noted. Future structural defects will be monitored.

THE MANAGEMENT

Iris smiled through the blood.

“Will you be here when I wake up?”

Freya checked the timer.

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because tomorrow belongs to Cora.”

Iris nodded.

The session ended twelve minutes later.

Cora returned sitting beside the couch, the pen still balanced between her fingers.

Iris was asleep with the paper towel against her mouth.

Cora read the note.

Then she looked beneath the pillow.

One pound.

She added four from her own tip money and wrote beneath Freya’s message:

P.S. Bonus for bravery. No tower administration was consulted.

CORA

Lyle saw her do it.

“That is going to destroy the tooth-fairy economy.”

“She earned hazard pay.”

In the morning, Iris counted the bills at the kitchen table.

“Five pounds,” Lyle said. “For one tooth?”

“It was two fairies.”

“That sounds expensive.”

“They split it.”




PART III
EXCEPTIONS
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CORA’S AFTERNOON

It was Saturday.

Freya was not scheduled. The basin stayed dry under the sink. The key slept in the drawer under the tea towels — with the school letter and the other things Lyle meant to deal with — and the apartment’s light was only the ordinary cheap blue of a weekend morning, not the charged bulb of session hours. After the tooth, Iris’s smile still had a careful gap; nobody mentioned the two fairies.

Cora came over anyway with bagels and a library book about dinosaurs because Iris had requested “something with teeth.” The bagels left a greasy print through the paper bag onto the kitchen table. Cora wiped it with her sleeve without comment. No pens in her hair for work. Jacket over the chair. Shoes would come off later, and that would mean staying.

Lyle was in his bedroom repairing a lamp he had already repaired twice. The socket smelled faintly of burned dust every time he tried it.

From the kitchen, he heard Cora asking deliberately incorrect questions.

“So the tyrannosaurus ate salad?”

“No!” Iris’s voice went high with delight. “That’s ridiculous.”

“Perhaps he was watching his weight.”

“He had teeth like knives.”

Cora, deadpan: “For chopping lettuce.”

Iris laughed.

Lyle stopped working. The screwdriver stayed in his hand a second longer than it needed to.

He sat on the edge of the bed and listened to his daughter laugh with someone who was not him and not Freya.

Just a person who had chosen to arrive.

After lunch, Cora helped Iris build a fort from every blanket and cushion in the apartment. A chair leg stuck out at an indecent angle. Iris declared it the triceratops horn and would not be corrected.

Cora crawled inside with the dinosaur book.

Lyle stood outside the sheet wall. His shadow made a slow lump on the fabric.

“You can come in,” Cora said, “but you have to be a triceratops.”

“I don’t know how.”

“Then you can be a rock.”

“I can do rock.”

He crawled inside and sat in the corner while Iris and Cora debated whether rocks had feelings.

It was hot in there almost at once. The blankets held the whole smell of the apartment — laundry powder, radiator dust, the bagels — and the light coming through the sheet was a weak orange that made both of them look slightly ill and slightly holy. Cora read lying on her stomach with her chin on her fists. Somewhere around the ankylosaurus she took her shoes off, and nobody remarked on it, and Lyle understood that she had decided she was staying a while.

At four, Cora collected her coat. One sleeve was inside out; she fixed it at the door.

“Thank you for the bagels,” Lyle said.

“Thank you for not attempting the triceratops.” She smiled with half her mouth. “You would have embarrassed the species.”

After she left, Iris poked her head from the fort. A curl of hair stuck to her cheek with fort-heat.

“Dad?”

“Yes?”

“Can Cora be my aunt?”

Lyle looked toward the closed apartment door. The deadbolt still showed the small scrape Cora’s keyring had made on the way out.

“She can be whatever she wants to be.”

“Good. I already told her.”

Later, at the sink, Lyle worked out that the afternoon had run to five hours and eleven minutes. The plate in his hand had a dried mustard edge he kept missing with the sponge. Hot water. Ordinary path. No tea-dark, no hum.

None of it had happened anywhere Freya could reach. The wet-penny smell was only the coins in his pocket. The copper on the door across the room was just metal in weekend light.

He stood there with the plate and could not decide whether that was a betrayal or the first ordinary day his daughter had had in a year. The gap in Iris’s smile when she laughed at Cora had not looked careful at all.
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THE MUG

Patricia arrived on a Wednesday, three days after Cora’s shoes-off Saturday. The yellow mug was already in the dish rack. Iris was asleep. Session light was back — single bulb, bills out.

Patricia understood the process.

She had signed the terms.

She had permitted ordinary movement, conversation, and nonsexual contact.

Freya entered at seven.

Lyle was paying bills at the kitchen table. The pen had already chewed a dark spot through the electric bill where he’d paused too long on the total.

Freya’s gaze settled on the dish rack before it settled on him.

A yellow mug sat upside down beside the sink.

WORLD’S MOST OKAY WAITRESS

The rim was chipped.

Freya picked it up. A dark ring of dishwater remained on the laminate where it had sat.

“Where did this come from?”

“Cora,” Lyle said, without looking up yet.

“She brought one mug?”

“She brought several.” He capped the pen. “She said ours were depressing.”

Freya opened the cabinet.

A blue mug with a cat.

A green one reading COFFEE FIRST.

A red one repaired along a crack with glue.

The shelf had stopped looking temporary.

“How often does she come here?”

“Sometimes.”

Freya shut the cabinet hard enough that the cat mug ticked against the green one. “How often is sometimes?”

“Freya.”

“Where does she sit?”

Lyle looked up.

“What?”

“When she comes here.” Patricia’s hand — Freya’s will — stayed on the cabinet edge. “The couch? The table? My chair?”

“There is no your chair.”

Freya turned sharply.

Patricia’s shoulders tightened beneath the movement, a nurse’s body catching an angle it would not have chosen.

“Does Iris miss me when Cora is here?”

“Iris misses you when you’re gone.” Lyle kept his hands flat on the bills. “She also loves Cora. Those things are not opposed.”

“They feel opposed.”

“That’s jealousy.”

“I’m not jealous of Cora.”

“What are you jealous of?”

Freya sat on the couch and pulled Patricia’s knees against her chest.

The posture was too young for Patricia’s body and too tight for her joints. The cushion took her on its soft left side — the side that already knew a habitual weight.

“The fact that she can stay.”

Lyle waited.

“She has a mug,” Freya said.

“She has several.”

“She has a place here that doesn’t require water or a key.” Freya’s voice stayed even while Patricia’s fingers whitened on her own shins. “She can walk in. Sit down. Leave without becoming nothing.”

Lyle sat beside her but did not touch Patricia without permission.

“You have a place here.”

“I have a pathway. A contract. An hour.”

“You have Iris. You have me.”

“For an hour.”

Lyle looked toward the yellow mug still in Freya’s hand, logo facing him like a small stupid verdict.

“You could have more if you stopped treating every visit like it might be the last.”

Freya looked at him through Patricia’s kind, settled face.

“I have to treat it like that because it might be. One day Cora will stop hosting. One day you’ll stop preparing the water. One day Iris will be old enough to decide that what I am is not a person but a habit.”

Freya released Patricia’s knees.

Too late.

The joints had already stiffened.

“Where does Cora sit?” she asked again.

“Wherever she wants,” Lyle said.

Freya withdrew.

Patricia returned aware that the session had ended early.

She extended her legs carefully, one and then the other, as if inventorying damage.

“She held my knees too tightly.”

“I’m sorry.”

“And she was angry in my muscles.”

“She’s going through something,” Lyle said.

Patricia stared at him.

“I do not care what she is going through. My knees hurt.”

Lyle heard himself.

He paid Patricia the full hour plus extra.

She accepted the money but declined future sessions.

After she left, he washed Cora’s yellow mug and put it back in the cabinet. Hot water. The chip on the rim caught the sponge. He dried it harder than it needed. On the shelf it sat among the others like a vote Freya could read and he could not take back.
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THE ACTOR

Martin arrived at eight. The apartment still had Patricia’s refusal in it if you knew where to look — the full-hour pay envelope gone, the yellow mug back on the shelf, Freya’s last question about chairs unanswered. Recognition was the weather now, not jealousy’s sharp inventory.

He was seventy-one, silver-haired, and still carried the posture of a man who had once played kings before learning to tolerate smaller roles. His tweed jacket smelled faintly of dry cleaning and cough drops.

He had hosted Freya during Mrs. Patterson’s cleansing and found the experience strange but manageable.

His agreement allowed:

conversation,

ordinary movement,

hand-holding,

and nonsexual gestures of greeting if separately approved during the session.

Lyle opened the door and felt no attraction.

Only the courteous neutrality he might have felt toward a distant uncle at a funeral.

Martin entered. He wiped his shoes once on the mat out of habit that belonged to a lifetime of other rooms.

Then the smile changed — not broader; differently aimed.

“Well,” Freya said through him. “This is different.”

“What is?” Lyle asked.

“Your face.”

Freya moved Martin’s body into the apartment.

There was uncertainty in the shoulders, as if the jacket were a costume still finding its marks.

“You’re not looking at me the way you look at Cora.”

“I’m looking at you.”

Freya tilted Martin’s chin a degree. “You’re looking at Martin.”

“I’m looking at you in Martin.”

Freya sat.

She crossed Martin’s legs and adjusted the tweed jacket. The fabric whispered. One knee cracked, Martin’s joint, not hers.

“Cora is young. David is elegant. Patricia was sturdy. Martin is…”

“Seventy-one,” Lyle said.

“Yes.”

“And?”

Martin’s hands adjusted the jacket buttons.

Again.

Then again.

“You don’t want to touch me,” Freya said.

It was not accusation.

It was examination. Martin’s eyes held still while she said it, which Martin’s eyes rarely did.

Lyle sat opposite her. The chair between them was the one with the loose caster; it turned a half-inch under his weight and stopped.

“You tapped your foot when you sat down.”

Freya stopped.

“Two fast, one slow, two fast,” he continued. “Martin drums his fingers. I watched him at Mrs. Patterson’s.”

Freya stared. Martin’s throat worked once around a swallow she hadn’t ordered.

“You checked the jacket pockets because you like how deep they are. You found a cough drop. It was cherry. You wanted lemon.”

Martin’s mouth opened slightly. A red foil edge showed between two fingers and disappeared again into the pocket.

“You’re here,” Lyle said. “I know you’re here. I do not need to want the body to know the person.”

Freya stood.

Martin’s gait was stiffer than hers, forcing urgency into careful steps. The loose board by the rug clicked under him.

“Why do you keep recognizing me?”

“Because you keep coming back.”

“It would be safer if you forgot.” She said it looking past his shoulder, then forced Martin’s eyes back. “You could treat me like a dream.”

She stopped in front of him.

Martin’s hand rose toward Lyle’s face but did not touch. The fingers trembled on the last inch and held.

“You look at me like I am continuous.”

“You are.”

“Like I deserve to be remembered.”

“You do.”

Freya made a sound halfway between laughter and grief. It used Martin’s lungs poorly; he had to catch a breath after.

“Kiss me.”

Lyle’s expression changed. He did not step back. He also did not step forward.

“Martin didn’t agree to that.”

“Not my mouth.”

She held up Martin’s hand.

“Kiss it as if you are glad I came.”

Martin’s fingers opened in Freya’s grasp.

A deliberate movement.

Permission.

Lyle took the hand in both of his.

The skin was dry and warm. A thin actor’s callus rode the side of the middle finger where pens and props had lived.

He kissed the knuckles.

“Hello, Freya.”

“Hello, Lyle.”

They sat holding hands like actors in a play neither had rehearsed.

The gesture was not sexual.

It was intimate enough to frighten her. Martin’s pulse jumped once against Lyle’s thumb and then steadied into something that was neither man’s alone.

Freya stayed the full hour.

When she withdrew, Martin returned slowly.

He flexed his fingers.

Looked at Lyle.

“She was crying,” Martin said.

“I know.”

“No.” Martin touched under his own eye, found nothing wet, frowned. “You saw her face.”

Martin touched his chest.

“I felt it in my lungs.”

Lyle walked him to the door.

Martin paused on the landing. The stairwell light made his silver hair look thinner and more honest.

“She seems very sad,” he said. “And very interesting.”
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WEDNESDAY

The thing at the school was on a Thursday in October and cost four pounds and required a parent to be physically present in a hall for ninety minutes.

Iris had asked about it in May.

Lyle had said probably, and she had said that means no when you say it, and he had said he would tell her on the Wednesday, yes or no, and if it was no he would say why.

That had been in May — coat fight, plates in the sink, no speech.

It was now the tenth of September and he had the letter in the kitchen drawer under the tea towels, where he put things he intended to deal with, which was also where the key lived, wrapped, dry, meaning different things than the letter and stored the same way. A coincidence he did not examine. Morning light through the blinds was ordinary. His hands flat on the table with the biro were the hands that had held Martin’s knuckles and Anna’s cab money and Iris’s tooth-blood towel; today they only had to mean yes.



The problem was that the thing was at two in the afternoon.

Two in the afternoon was a Donna referral in Yardley, three hundred pounds, and the woman had already moved it twice for him.

He worked it out at the kitchen table with a biro and the back of the letter. Ink through soft paper. Two hours in Yardley, forty minutes back if the ring road behaved, which it would not. The school hall at ten past three, forty minutes after it finished, in a car park with nobody in it.

He looked at that for a while.

Then he rang Donna and moved the job to the Friday and lost sixty pounds of it, because the woman in Yardley had a sister visiting on Friday and would only do the evening.

He did not tell Freya he had done that.

He did not tell Iris either.

A thing you have arranged is not the same as a thing you have arranged at somebody.



On the Wednesday he told her at breakfast, which he had thought about and decided was better than after school, when she would be tired and would take it wrong whatever it was.

“The school thing in October.”

Iris looked up with her spoon halfway.

“Yes,” Lyle said. “I’ll be there. Two o’clock, in the hall, and I’ll be there at ten to because you said last time everyone’s dad came in late and it was embarrassing.”

Iris did not say anything.

“That’s a yes,” he said. “That’s not a probably.”

“Okay.”

“You can write it down if you want.”

“I don’t need to write it down.”

She went back to the cereal, and Lyle got up to do the toast, and about ninety seconds later, from behind him, at ordinary volume, Iris said:

“You moved something.”

“What?”

“To do it. You moved something.”

He turned around.

She was not looking at him. She was doing the thing where she pushed the cereal to one side of the bowl and then the other, which she did when she was working out how to say something without it being a big thing.

“A bit,” he said.

“Okay,” said Iris, and that was the end of it, and she talked about a girl called Bea for four minutes and then went to find her shoes.



He told Freya on the Thursday because he could not help himself.

“Four hundred and ten, less the sixty.”

“Three fifty.”

“You didn’t even—”

“Lyle, it’s three fifty.” Martin’s hand turned over. “Why is it less sixty.”

“I moved the Yardley one.”

“Why?”

And he told her, and he heard himself telling her, and understood about four words in that he was telling her so that she would say something.

Freya did not say anything for a moment.

Then: “Ten to two.”

“Ten to.”

“Because of the dads coming in late.”

“She mentioned it in July. Once.”

“In July,” Freya said, and there was something in Martin’s voice that Lyle had heard perhaps three times.

“Don’t.”

“I’m not doing anything.”

“You’re being nice at me. It’s four pounds and a hall.”

“It’s the tenth of September and the thing is in October and you have moved a job you cannot afford to move.” She put the pen down. “I’m allowed to notice. I notice everything, it’s practically the only thing I’ve got.”

Lyle looked at the invoices.

“Say the number again.”

“Three hundred and fifty pounds,” said Freya, “you enormous coward,” and did the rest of them out loud while he wrote, and they got through the whole stack in eleven minutes, and at the end of it she made a joke about Donna’s handwriting that was so unkind and so accurate that he had to put his head on the table.



That was one of the good evenings. There were a lot of them that autumn.

Halfway through the second page Freya put Martin’s reading glasses on without thinking about it, and got four lines further before she noticed, and stopped.

“That’s his.”

“It’s a pair of glasses.”

“It’s his pair of glasses.” She took them off and folded them and set them back where they had been, square to the edge of the table. “He’d have said yes. That’s not the same as having asked him.”

Then she did the rest of the column without them, badly, at arm’s length, complaining the entire way.

She stayed the full hour and left at the hour.

Lyle washed up.

Then he took the letter out of the drawer — key still wrapped beneath the towels, undisturbed — wrote THURS 9 OCT — 2pm — BE THERE 1:50 on the front of it in capitals, and stuck it to the fridge with a magnet shaped like a slice of watermelon, where it stayed, at Iris’s eye level, for twenty-nine days. Paper as record. Hands as refusal to be only the man who said probably.
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SMALL DELAYS

The first delay lasted two minutes.

Cora signaled.

Freya finished her sentence before leaving.

Cora recorded the overage on the contract.

SIGNAL GIVEN. EXIT DELAYED TWO MINUTES.

Freya apologized at the next session.

The second delay lasted less than a minute.

Iris asked Freya to finish a bedtime sentence.

Freya looked at Cora’s curling finger.

Then finished:

“And the monster found the door unlocked.”

She withdrew immediately afterward.

Cora recorded it.

SIGNAL GIVEN. EXIT DELAYED THIRTY-SEVEN SECONDS. CHILD PRESENT.

The third was negotiated.

Freya asked for five more minutes.

Cora said yes.

Iris did not understand why one delay was permitted and another was not.

“Because asking changes it,” Cora told her.

Iris nodded.

She began watching the clock.


18
THE ADDRESS

Keith Ruddock had eleven storage units and a way of standing.

Lyle had cleared four of them over three days, in August, in a metal corridor that held the heat like an argument. The agreement had been six hundred. On the third afternoon Keith walked the units with a clipboard he did not write on and found a scuff on a wall that had been there when Lyle arrived and had photographs proving it.

He paid four hundred.

That was not the part.

The part was that Iris was there, because it was Lyle’s week and there had been nowhere to put her, and she had spent three days being extremely good in a plastic chair with a colouring book and a warm juice, and Keith counted the four hundred out into Lyle’s hand slowly, in twenties, and then looked over at her and said:

“Bring your kid to work, do you.”

“She’s fine.”

“I’m not saying she isn’t fine.” He put the clipboard under his arm. “I’m saying there’s men who’d have had this done Tuesday and been home.”

Lyle said nothing.

He said nothing all the way to the car, and while he got the seatbelt, and while Iris asked twice whether they were getting food.



Freya was in Martin that Thursday.

Lyle told the story badly, the way he told all stories where he came off worst — too many hand gestures, too much scene-setting, the joke arriving early and dying.

She listened the whole way through without interrupting, which should have warned him.

“Four hundred,” she said.

“Four.”

“For three days.”

“In August.”

“In front of Iris.”

“That’s not the—” He stopped. “Yes.”

Martin’s fingers went still on the arm of the chair.

“I could visit him,” Freya said.

“No.”

“I haven’t said what I’d do.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I’d like to be clear that some of the things I could do are quite small.”

“No, Freya.”

She let it go so easily that he noticed, and then thought about it for a moment, and then chose not to notice.



Three days later he was on the phone to her — to Martin, to the arrangement, to a voice in a rented throat at nine on a Sunday night — and they were talking about the school run, and the fridge, and whether the Donna referral was worth the drive.

And then Lyle said:

“Twenty-two Denholm Road. The yellow gate.”

There was a pause on the line of about a second and a half.

“Whose is that?” Freya said.

“Nobody’s.”

“Lyle.”

“I don’t know why I said it.”

He did know. He had looked it up on Friday. He had sat in the car outside the school with his phone and found the man’s road in under four minutes and then put the phone face-down on the passenger seat like it had done something.

“All right,” Freya said.

“I’m not asking you to—”

“I know.”

“I said no. On Thursday. I said no.”

“You did,” she agreed. “You were very clear.”

She changed the subject to the fridge.



What happened to Keith Ruddock happened on a Wednesday and was, by any reasonable measure, nothing.

He was not hurt. Nothing was stolen. There was no fire.

At some point between eleven at night and six in the morning, every one of his eleven units was opened, and their contents were moved — carefully, without damage — into different units. Not emptied. Redistributed. A woman’s forty years of photographs into a unit belonging to a bathroom-fittings company. Sixteen boxes of a dead man’s papers into a unit rented by a woman who was in Spain. Somebody’s dismantled bed into three separate places.

Nothing was broken. Everything was in the wrong life.

No lock was forced. Whoever did it had keys. That was in the police report, and it was the part Keith could never get anybody to take seriously.

It took Keith Ruddock nine weeks and cost him two customers, four solicitors’ letters and, eventually, the units.

Lyle heard about it from a man at the hardware shop who thought it was funny.

He laughed.

Then he went out to the car and sat in it for a while with his hands on the wheel.



He never asked her.

That was the whole of it, in the end. Not a decision — a series of small refusals to make one. He did not ask on the Thursday, or the Sunday after, or in October when it came up at a table and she said, “Mm,” and looked at the ceiling, and he let the subject move on the way you let a door swing shut behind you.

He told himself several things over the following months. That she probably hadn’t. That it was a coincidence, that a man like that had enemies, that eleven units is a lot for one person. That he had said no out loud and had been on record about it.

The record was the thing he kept going back to.

He had, in fact, said no.

He had said no, and then he had said twenty-two Denholm Road, and both of those things had come out of the same mouth in the same week, and he had spent the intervening time being a man who had said no.



It was October before she said it.

They were in the car outside Donna’s with the engine off, waiting out a downpour — the same cooling-car weather as after Harold’s daughter, hands without a job — and he was complaining about something — the wipers, the referral, the fact that Donna kept feeding them — and Freya was in a host called Anneke and had been quiet for a while. Rain on the roof. Wet-penny nowhere; only wet glass and the smell of heater dust.

“Do you remember Keith Ruddock,” she said.

Lyle stopped talking.

The rain did the thing rain does on a car roof.

“I said no,” he said.

“You did.”

“I said no, and then—”

“You gave me an address instead of forgiveness.”

He did not answer that.

He had a great many things available to say and every single one of them was a version of that’s not fair, and he sat in a cooling car with his hands in his lap and could not get any of them to a state where he would have been able to hear himself say it.

“You’re not angry,” he said eventually.

“No.”

“You should be angry.”

“Why?”

“Because I used you.” His voice came out strange. “I used you and I kept my hands clean and I’ve been walking round for two months being a man who said no.”

“Yes,” Freya agreed.

She watched the rain.

“Everyone does that with me,” she said. “That’s the thing nobody warns you about being what I am. People don’t ask me for things. They just stand near me and say something true out loud.”

The rain did not stop. Lyle’s hands stayed in his lap. Paper would have been cleaner — a contract, a no on a page. He had given her an address instead.
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WHAT HE HUGGED BACK

Iris started waking up in September.

Not nightmares, or not exactly. She would surface around two and be entirely awake, and would lie there for a while doing the arithmetic children do at that hour, and then she would come and stand in his doorway and not say anything until he noticed her. Hallway light cut a cheap yellow bar across the carpet. After Keith — after the address that was not forgiveness — the apartment’s night weather had a new edge: work tiredness, four jobs a week, the key closer to sleep than it should have been.

He got good at noticing.

Then he got worse at it, because the nights had turned, and because the Donna referrals had turned into four jobs a week, and because he had started keeping a glass of water on the bedside table with the key beside it so that Freya could come and go without the whole production of the kitchen. Ordinary glass. Ordinary water. The mechanism moved into the bedroom. Intimacy of access, violation waiting in the shape of convenience.

The glass was the thing.

He put a door in his own bedroom and left it unlocked. Curiosity to access, completed without a ceremony.



On the fourteenth he did not wake up.

He would learn the shape of it later, in pieces, from a seven-year-old who reported it the way she reported everything — accurately, in the wrong order, with the important part buried in the middle.

She had come to the doorway. She had stood there for a while. She had said Dad twice, at ordinary volume, and had then done the thing she did not usually do, which was to say it a third time, loudly.

He had not moved.

And then he had.

He had sat up in one motion, and swung his legs off the bed, and come across the room and crouched down in front of her, and said, “Hey. Hey. What’s going on, little bird.”

And Iris — who was seven, and frightened, and who had been standing in a doorway for eleven minutes — had put her arms around his neck.

And he had hugged her back.



She told him about it four days later, in the car, apropos of a discussion about a coat.

“You hugged me back,” she said.

“When?”

“When I came in on the night.”

Lyle looked at her in the mirror.

“Which night?”

“The one where you sat up fast.”

He put the indicator on for a turn he did not take.

“Iris,” he said. “When did I sit up fast?”

“Tuesday. Or the other one.” She was looking out of the window. “It’s fine. She was nice about it. She got me the water and did the thing with the blanket where you tuck the bottom.”

“Iris.”

“I knew it wasn’t you,” Iris said, “because you hugged me back.”

The car in front moved off.

Lyle did not.

Somebody behind him used a horn and then, after a moment, went around.

“Say that again.”

Iris sighed, in the manner of a child asked to repeat the least interesting part.

“You do the one where you put your hand on my head,” she said. “And you say oof. Every time. You’ve always done it.” She pulled at a loose thread on her sleeve. “She did the arms one. Where you go all the way round and squeeze. Nobody does that in our house.”



He waited until Iris was at Margot’s.

He filled the glass. He put the key in. Tea-dark came. Wet-penny in the bedroom where it had never belonged — contamination of the place that was supposed to be only sleep. He sat on the edge of the bed with his hands between his knees and waited for the water to change the way water changed, and when Martin’s voice came out of Martin’s mouth in the front room and said, “Christ, it’s cold in here, do you not have heating,” he found that he had been rehearsing for two days and had nothing.

“You came in without asking.”

“Yes.”

That was all. No argument. No angle.

“You used my body to hug my daughter.”

“Yes.”

“Say something else.”

“What would you like?”

“I’d like you to fight me,” Lyle said. “I’d like you to make it complicated, because if you make it complicated I can lose, and I would very much like to lose this one.”

Freya sat down.

“She said your name three times,” she said. “The third one was loud. She’s never done a third one.” Martin’s hands turned over. “You were on your side with one arm off the bed and your mouth open, and you’d done four jobs and you’d been up at half five, and I want to be clear that I looked at you for a while first.”

“You could have woken me.”

“I tried.”

“You could have tried harder.”

“Yes,” Freya said. “That’s the true one. Well done.”

She let that sit for a moment.

“Your kid needed you,” she said. “You weren’t there, so I was.”

And there it was — the sentence he would carry around for the rest of his life, that was so nearly right that arguing with it made him the villain, and so completely wrong that agreeing with it made him nothing at all.

“You don’t get to do that,” he said.

“I know.”

“You don’t get to be right about it.”

“I’m not right about it,” Freya said. “I’m right about the eleven minutes. That’s a much smaller thing to be right about, and I’d like it back, please, because I’ve been holding it since Tuesday and it’s heavier than I expected.”

Lyle put his face in his hands.

“She noticed in two seconds.”

“Yes.”

“Two seconds, Freya. A stranger could have — ” He stopped. “She had two seconds of thinking her dad had finally got up, and then she did the maths.”

“I know.”

“What do I do with that?”

Freya was quiet for a long time.

“You could hug her the other way sometimes,” she said. “So it isn’t a test.”

“That’s not—”

“I’m aware it isn’t a solution. I’m aware I’ve made a thing she can only survive by being suspicious, and that I did it while being kind, and that she’ll be forty and still checking.” Martin’s voice had gone somewhere unfamiliar. “I’ve been sitting with that. It isn’t going well.”



That night he did the thing with his hand on her head and said oof, and Iris said “you always do that,” and he said “I know,” and went out and stood in the hallway for a while.

He never said why, and Freya never asked, and the glass stayed on the table for another five weeks before he moved it to the kitchen where it had been in the first place. Water retreats to infrastructure. The bedroom light went back to being only shabby, not an invitation.
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MARGOT NOTICES

Margot picked Iris up on a Tuesday.

After the hug that was not his — after Iris learned the arms-all-the-way-round as a test — pickup weather had changed. Iris’s inspection was no longer only a game. Lyle’s hands found the door chain because they did not know where else to go.

She arrived at four holding organic groceries and wearing the expression of a woman prepared to discover that Lyle had again used a dish towel as a curtain. A celery top stuck out of the bag like a small green accusation.

Iris met her at the door.

“Mom.”

“Baby.”

Margot knelt and opened her arms. Her coat hem puddled on the scuffed threshold.

Iris did not move forward.

She examined Margot’s face.

Her hands.

The angle of her shoulders.

The placement of her feet — left slightly forward, Margot’s habit when she was trying not to look rushed.

“What?” Margot asked, still kneeling.

“How do I know it’s you?”

Margot laughed nervously. One grocery bag leaned against her knee and crackled.

“Because I’m your mother. You know my face.”

“Faces can change.”

“Not my face.”

Iris continued looking. Her own hands stayed in the pockets of her hoodie, fists probably.

Then:

“You’re Mom.”

“Yes.”

“Okay.”

She hugged Margot briefly and carefully, as if the body might still shift under the coat.

Margot stood and looked at Lyle over Iris’s head.

“What was that?”

“What?” Lyle said.

“The inspection.”

“She’s being careful.”

“Why does she need to be careful around me?”

Lyle did not answer. He found something urgent to do with the door chain that did not need doing.

At the park, the ducks already knew the bread bag. Iris stood at the water’s edge with her sneakers darkening at the toes.

“Can ducks be possessed?” she asked.

Margot tore a piece of crust. “Possessed by what?”

“People without bodies.”

“Who told you that?”

“Freya.”

Margot tightened her grip on the bread bag until the plastic squeaked.

“Freya is a story.”

Iris shook her head once, patient. “She’s real. She just doesn’t have her own face.”

Margot watched Iris scatter crumbs with measured precision — not child-flinging, something closer to a ritual she’d been taught not to waste.

“Has Freya ever been inside someone you know?”

“She was Cora.”

“Cora is real?”

“Cora is real.” Iris kept her eyes on the water. “Freya was inside her. Now Cora comes over when Freya isn’t there too.”

Margot knelt. Gravel bit through her tights; she ignored it.

She held Iris gently by the shoulders.

“If someone enters another person’s body, they are not allowed to be there unless that person says yes. Do you understand?”

“Freya asks.”

“Does she always?”

Iris looked at the ducks. One of them had a torn foot and still won the crumb.

“Sometimes she stays too long.”

Margot’s fingers tightened slightly.

“Has she ever been inside Daddy?”

“No.”

“Inside you?”

“No.”

“Inside me?”

Iris looked directly at her mother.

“No.”

Then she hesitated.

Iris had learned that no and not yet were different answers.

Margot saw only the pause.

She took Iris home early. The bread bag went back in the car half full.

At the car, Iris tapped the side of the bread bag while she waited for the door to unlock.

Two fast. One slow. Two fast.

She did it the way children do things with their hands, without hearing herself do it.

Margot stopped with the key halfway to the lock.

“Where did you learn that?”

Iris looked down at her own hand as though it belonged to somebody sitting next to her.

“I don’t know,” she said.

She sounded, for the first time that afternoon, like a child.

That night, Margot opened her notes app and wrote:

Tuesday, 4:12 p.m. Iris asked how she could know I was herself. She described a dead woman entering familiar people and said, “Sometimes she stays too long.” She hesitated when asked whether this woman had entered me. At the car she tapped out a rhythm — two quick, one slow, two quick — and could not tell me where she got it. It is not one of mine. It is not one of his.

Then Margot called Lyle. She stood at the kitchen counter with the phone on speaker and her notes still open.

“We need to talk seriously about what is happening in your apartment and what it is doing to Iris.”

Lyle listened.

Then he minimized.

He called Freya a game.

Cora a babysitter.

Possession an imaginative framework Iris had adopted.

Margot did not call a lawyer.

Not yet.

She opened a new document.

She began keeping a record.
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THE NIGHT FREYA STAYED

A message appeared while Freya was using her body.

Freya read the preview.

Only the preview.

Only because it appeared in front of her.

Only because the message came from Jared and included Lyle’s name.

The message said:

Is the haunted raccoon paying you tonight or pretending friendship covers labor again?

Freya answered:

The haunted raccoon objects to your characterization.

Cora returned, saw the sent message, and ended the session schedule for one week.

Freya called the punishment disproportionate.

Cora said, “It isn’t punishment. You used my phone.”

Lyle said, “It was funny.”

Cora said, “That is why you are not in charge of consequences.”

The third violation lasted forty minutes.

It began with an animated fox.

Iris had chosen the movie.

She sat cross-legged on the floor in pyjamas, defending every song as though she had personally composed it.

Lyle sat at one end of the couch.

Freya sat at the other in Cora’s body.

Cora had agreed to one hour. No sexual contact. No phone. No food except popcorn. Exit at nine.

The contract lay signed on the coffee table.

Freya made it twenty-three minutes before objecting to the premise.

“Foxes do not sing.”

“They do in this,” Iris said.

“They scream like women being murdered.”

Lyle looked at her.

“Could we avoid that comparison during family entertainment?”

“It is zoologically accurate.”

Iris paused the movie.

“What do they scream about?”

“Territory. Mating. Fear.”

“Like adults.”

Freya looked at Lyle.

“Exactly like adults.”

Iris resumed the movie.

Freya criticized the animation, the songs, the implied economy of the animal village, and the mayor’s refusal to acknowledge obvious infrastructure failures.

Lyle disagreed with her mostly to keep her talking.

At eight-fifty, Cora’s smallest finger curled once.

Freya saw it.

“I have ten minutes.”

Lyle checked the clock.

“Nine.”

“The opening credits do not count.”

“They absolutely count.”

“No narrative occurred.”

“You inhabited her body during them.”

“Very little happened.”

Cora’s finger curled a second time, then straightened.

A reminder.

Freya looked toward Iris.

Iris had fallen asleep against the couch, one hand inside the popcorn bowl.

Lyle lifted her carefully.

He carried her to bed, removed the popcorn from her sleeve, and placed the stuffed rabbit beneath her arm.

When he returned, the movie had ended.

Blue light from the menu screen moved across Cora’s face — not the cheap blue of blinds, the colder blue of a screen that would not stop offering more. The apartment’s ordinary evening (popcorn, rabbit, fox) had become a place where exit could fail.

The timer read nine-oh-two.

Cora’s smallest finger curled once.

Twice.

Three times.

Freya did not leave.

Lyle stopped beside the couch.

“Freya.”

“She’s giving me a moment.”

“No. She gave you the signal.”

Freya stared at the television.

The fox danced silently beneath the menu options.

“She can feel that I’m not finished.”

“That isn’t the agreement.”

“I know the agreement.”

“Then leave.”

Freya looked at him.

Cora’s eyes held a brightness that belonged to neither woman alone.

“I hate it,” Freya said.

“Still.”

“No. Not still. Again.”

Her hand closed around the couch cushion.

“Every time is the first time. There is no transition. No fading. No sleep. One second there is a room, and then there is no room. No sound. No body. No distance between one thought and the next because there is nothing to measure distance with.”

Cora’s right foot tapped against the floor.

Not Freya’s rhythm.

A hard, arrhythmic beat.

Cora surfacing.

“Leave,” Lyle said.

Freya’s expression hardened.

“You say that easily.”

“I’m not saying it easily.”

“You get to remain here.”

“That doesn’t make her body yours.”

Cora’s hand jerked toward the contract.

Freya restrained it.

Only for a second.

Long enough.

Lyle saw.

“Don’t.”

Freya released the wrist.

Cora’s fingers scraped against the paper.

The withdrawal clause crumpled beneath them.

Freya’s voice lowered.

“Tell me to stay,” Freya said.

“No,” Lyle said.

“You want me to.”

“That doesn’t matter.”

“It matters to me.”

“It cannot matter more than her signal.”

Freya stood.

Cora’s legs trembled.

Her body had begun pushing against the possession, muscles tightening and releasing without coordination.

Freya crossed the room.

Lyle stepped backward.

“Tell me,” she said.

He could see how frightened she was.

Not theatrically frightened.

Not sharpened into anger.

Terrified of the nothing waiting beyond the room.

He thought of the first time she had returned.

There you are.

He thought of every goodbye that erased her from the world.

He thought of the apartment after she left.

The unoccupied chair.

The pipes.

The humiliating fact that he sometimes spoke aloud because silence felt like proof she had never existed.

Cora’s smallest finger began curling again.

Once.

Freya’s eyes closed.

Twice.

“Lyle,” Freya said.

The third curl came.

“Stay,” he whispered.

Freya inhaled.

Cora’s body convulsed once.

Then stilled.

It did not still the way a person settles. The foot stopped mid-beat, on the down, heel still raised. The hand went slack from the wrist first and then the fingers, in that order, like something being switched off in sequence by somebody working from a diagram.

For about a second afterward, Cora’s eyes were still Cora’s, and they were looking at him.

Then they weren’t.

Freya had pushed her down.

Wrong.

Freya opened Cora’s eyes.

Relief moved through her face.

“Thank you.”

Lyle felt sick.

He sat at the opposite end of the couch.

Neither of them touched.

Five minutes passed.

Then ten.

The menu music looped.

The same cheerful six notes returned again and again.

Freya did not do anything with the time.

That was what Lyle could not get past afterward. She had held a woman under in order to keep a body, and then she had used the body to sit on a sofa. She put Cora’s bare feet flat on the carpet and moved the toes. She ran Cora’s thumb slowly along the seam of the cushion, back and forth, the way you test fabric you are thinking of buying. She breathed in through Cora’s nose twice, deeply, for no reason he could see, and something in her face eased both times.

Once she reached over and laid Cora’s palm flat against the radiator and left it there past the point where it must have started to hurt, and then took it off, and turned the hand over, and looked at it.

At nine-fifteen, Lyle began crying.

He did not realise it until Freya turned toward him.

She lifted Cora’s hand.

“Don’t,” he said.

The hand stopped.

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t comfort me with her hands.”

Freya lowered it.

Cora’s fingers trembled in her lap.

“I stayed because you asked.”

“That’s worse.”

“You wanted me here.”

“She wanted you gone.”

Freya looked away.

The radiator knocked inside the wall.

Two uneven blows.

Then another.

“I can apologize,” Freya said.

“You cannot apologize while she is trapped behind you.”

“I’m not trapping her.”

Lyle looked at Cora’s motionless smallest finger.

Freya followed his gaze.

Her face collapsed around the lie.

“Then leave.”

Freya did not move.

“Leave,” Lyle repeated.

“You asked me to stay.”

“I was wrong.”

“You don’t get to make me vanish and call that morality.”

“I don’t get to make her vanish either.”

Cora’s breath came shallow and fast.

The body was fighting harder now.

Freya pressed one hand to the sternum.

“I can hold her.”

“She is not something you hold.”

Freya flinched.

The phrase had returned.

The one he had used with Jared.

This time it had nowhere to hide.

At nine-forty, Freya stood.

She staggered toward the bathroom.

Lyle followed without touching her.

At the sink, the prepared water waited in a glass bowl. Mechanism waiting to become ordinary mortality again. The key was not the crime. The ask was.

Freya gripped the counter.

“I’m going to keep wanting this,” she said.

“I know.”

“I’m going to want you to ask.”

“I know.”

“Will you?”

Lyle looked at Cora’s face.

At the sweat along her hairline.

At the body Freya was using to ask whether he loved her.

“No,” he said.

Freya almost smiled.

Not because she believed him.

Because she knew he was trying.

Then she left.

Cora collapsed.

Lyle caught her before her head struck the sink.

Her body was hot.

Her pulse raced beneath his fingers.

She opened her eyes and immediately pushed him away.

“What time is it?”

Lyle looked at the clock.

“Nine-forty.”

Cora stared at him.

“How long?”

“An hour and forty minutes total.”

“No. After I signaled.”

“Forty minutes.”

She touched her throat.

Then her chest.

“She pushed me down.”

Lyle said nothing.

“I was there.”

“I know.”

“I could see pieces. I could hear you.”

“I know.”

“You knew I was trying to come back.”

“Yes.”

Cora sat against the bathroom cabinet.

Her disappointment arrived quietly.

“You asked her to stay.”

“Yes.”

“And she listened to you instead of me.”

“Yes.”

Cora closed her eyes.

Lyle reached toward her.

She opened them.

He stopped.

“Payment,” he said weakly. “I’ll pay double.”

“I don’t want double.”

“You worked longer.”

“I did not work longer. I was held under.”

Cora stood using the sink.

Her knees shook.

Lyle moved aside.

She collected her bag and coat.

“Cora.”

She did not look at him.

“I won’t host her again.”

The statement seemed to change the pressure inside the apartment.

“For how long?” he asked.

Cora turned.

“That question is exactly the problem.”

“I meant—”

“I know what you meant.”

She pulled on her coat.

“I’ll still see Iris.”

Lyle stared.

Cora continued:

“I’ll help with school pickups when Margot agrees. I’ll bring groceries. I’ll come for dinner when I feel like it. I’ll help Jared with his forms. I might even help you make sure clients don’t die in church basements.”

“And Freya?”

“Freya doesn’t get to come with me.”

Lyle sat down on the arm of the couch.

Not because Cora was leaving.

Because she was staying without Freya.

“You’re part of her access,” he said.

Cora’s expression sharpened.

“No.”

Lyle heard the mistake.

Cora stepped closer.

“I am not her access. I am not her continuity. I am not the chair she sits in while you two have a relationship.”

“I didn’t mean it like that.”

“You did. You just didn’t hear it.”

She opened the apartment door.

“Tell Iris I’ll see her Sunday.”

Then she left.

Lyle sat alone in the bathroom.

The prepared water remained in the bowl.

Freya was somewhere beyond perception.

Cora was walking away in her own body.

For the first time, Lyle understood those as two separate losses.

He poured the water down the sink. His hands shook.

The key remained in his hand. Copper dull.

The next morning, he did not prepare more.

By afternoon, he had begun listening to the pipes — for weather that would not come back as Cora.




PART IV
WEARING MARGOT
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WHY ARE YOU WEARING MOM?

After Cora would not host — after the water poured out and the pipes listened empty — the apartment’s night weather was grief and hunger sharing a room. The knock brought Margot holding a bottle of wine.

“Iris forgot her jacket in the car,” she said. “I texted you. You didn’t answer.”

The label was familiar in a way that hurt his teeth. The kind they used to drink in their first apartment, when arguments still ended in the same room they started in.

“She’s asleep,” Lyle said.

“Then we don’t have to be careful.”

Margot stepped inside before he decided whether to invite her. She moved through the living room touching things with a familiarity that felt both earned and expired—the back of the couch, the edge of the bookshelf, the frame of a photograph of Iris at six, at the beach.

“You kept this,” she said.

“You gave it to me.”

“I know. I didn’t think you’d keep it framed.”

She was wearing a dress he didn’t recognize. Dark blue, cut in a way that opened at the throat. He had never seen it before. Not on her. Not in the back of their closet during the divorce, when they had divided clothes like evidence.

“New dress?” he asked.

“Do you like it?”

She poured the wine without asking. Two glasses. She handed him one and her fingers stayed against his a half-second longer than necessary.

“Sit,” she said.

He sat.

She sat close enough that her knee touched his. She had crossed her legs at the ankle, not the knee—the way she used to when they watched movies, but there was a deliberateness to it now. A performance of old habits.

“I’ve been thinking,” Margot said. “About us. About how I left.”

Lyle felt the old hunger open in his chest, the one he had spent years learning to keep fed on smaller portions.

“You don’t have to—”

“I do. I was cruel. Not in the obvious ways. In the ways that made you feel like you were imagining it. I want you to know I knew. I knew exactly what I was doing.”

The wine was good. It tasted like their bathroom in the old place, the only room with a lock. Red in the glass under the cheap lamp. History as intoxication.

“I forgave you,” he said. It wasn’t entirely true, but it was true enough for the room.

“Did you?”

She leaned closer. Her hand found his thigh. It was a confident hand, surer than Margot’s had ever been with him in the last years of their marriage, when every touch carried apology. This hand claimed.

He looked at her. Her eyes were brown, the same brown, but the light moved through them differently. As though someone had adjusted the focus.

He did not know how she had entered Margot. There was no bowl on the table. The key was still in the kitchen drawer. That not-knowing stayed with him longer than the wine stain.

“Margot,” he said.

“Don’t say my name like you’re checking ID.”

She kissed him.

It was a good kiss. Better than good. It tasted like want without the buffer of history. Her tongue moved with an eagerness that felt borrowed, as though she were trying out an appetite she had heard described but never personally owned.

His hand moved to her waist. The dress was thin. He felt the heat of her through it, the ridge of her hipbone, the slight tremor in her stomach. She made a sound against his mouth—not quite a moan, more like approval.

Then, for less than a second, the mouth under his stopped.

Everything stopped. The tongue, the hands, the small greedy rhythm. And something came up hard behind the face and pressed against the inside of it, the way a person comes up against a window.

Lyle felt it, and did not understand it, and it was gone before he could.

Whatever it was went back down.

Then her fingers tapped against his shoulder.

Two fast. One slow. Two fast.

He pulled back.

Margot’s face was flushed. Her lips were parted. She looked beautiful in a way that made him angry.

“How long did it take?” he asked.

Her expression didn’t change. Not immediately. Then the corner of her mouth lifted, and it was Freya’s smile wearing Margot’s bones.

“Get out of her,” Lyle said.

“Which part upset you? The kiss, or that you liked it?”

“Freya.”

“I was inside her. I felt you decide.” She pressed Margot’s hand harder against his chest. “Right here. Your heart changed speed. You wanted her. You wanted me wearing her. Don’t lie. I was there for the whole thing.”

Lyle stood. The wine glass tipped, spilling red across the coffee table — the same table that had held contracts, popcorn, the signed hour. He didn’t look at it. Paper and wine both inadequate truth.

“Not tonight. Not to this. Not with you inside her.”

Freya made Margot’s body recline against the couch with a languidness that belonged to neither of them. She crossed Margot’s legs at the ankle, a gesture too deliberate to be Margot’s.

“You don’t get to refuse on her behalf,” Freya said. “She’s not here. She’s in the back seat, watching through the windows. And she’s seeing exactly what I’m seeing. That you still love the shape of this marriage. You just needed it to want you back.”

“Stop.”

“Make me.”

Lyle reached for her—Margot’s arm, Freya’s arm, he didn’t know anymore. He gripped above the elbow and pulled. For a second, Margot’s face surfaced. Genuine confusion. Genuine hurt. Then Freya covered it again.

“You’re hurting her,” Freya said calmly.

“You’re wearing her.”

“And you’re hard. Even now. Even knowing.”

He let go. He stepped back until his calves hit the armchair. He sat down heavily.

Freya watched him from Margot’s eyes. There was no triumph in the look. Only a terrible, exhausted satisfaction, as though she had proven something she wished were false.

“How long did it take?” Lyle asked again.

“For what?”

“For you to recognize that I’d fail.”

Freya was quiet. Then she said, “I didn’t know you would. I was hoping you wouldn’t.”

“Get out of her.”

“Not yet. I haven’t finished being disappointed.”

She stood up. Margot’s body moved toward him with a grace that was almost threatening. She straddled his lap before he could rise. Her hands framed his face. Margot’s hands. Warm. Familiar in their shape, alien in their intention.

“I could stay,” Freya whispered. “She wouldn’t know. You wouldn’t have to be alone. I could be her for you. I could be better than her. I already know what you like.”

Lyle’s hands found her wrists. He held them still.

“You’re not her,” he said.

“I’m not me either. Not anymore. So what does it matter which not-me I am?”

The door to Iris’s bedroom opened.

They both turned. Iris stood in the hallway in her pyjamas, clutching the stuffed rabbit she was supposedly too old for. She looked at her mother’s body sitting on her father’s lap. She looked at her mother’s face, which was wearing an expression of need and calculation that had never belonged to Margot.

“Why are you wearing Mom?” Iris asked.

Freya went still. Margot’s body became a statue. Then, slowly, Freya slid off Lyle’s lap and stood up. She adjusted Margot’s dress with Margot’s hands.

“Iris,” Freya said. “Go back to bed.”

Iris didn’t move. She looked at Lyle.

“Dad?”

“Go to your room, sweetheart.”

“That’s not Mom.”

“I know.”

“Then why is Mom’s body here?”

Freya turned. Margot’s face was pale, the makeup smeared at one corner of the mouth. She looked at Iris and did not seem to know what to do with her face.

“Your mother is fine,” Freya said. “She’s just… visiting.”

“You’re wearing her,” Iris said. “Like you wore Bethany. Like you wore Cora. But she’s Mom.”

Freya’s composure cracked. Margot’s lower lip trembled. For a moment, neither woman was in control—Freya too shaken to maintain the mask, Margot too buried to surface.

Then Margot’s breath stopped.

Her chest hitched. Her eyes rolled back, the whites showing, and her body went slack. Lyle lunged forward and caught her before she hit the coffee table. She was heavy in a way that felt like absence, like a building with the utilities shut off.

He looked around the room.

The kitchen doorway. The hallway. The dark corner by the bookshelf where Iris’s jacket hung.

Nothing. No shadow, no shimmer, no voice. But he felt the attention. The room was occupied by something he could not see or touch, something that had just been inside his ex-wife and was now listening to him hold her empty body.

Margot gasped.

Her eyes opened—focused, confused, entirely hers. She looked at Lyle’s hands on her shoulders. She looked down at herself, at the dress, at the unfamiliar blue fabric bunched between his fingers. She pinched it with two of her own fingers, pulling it away from her body as though it were wet.

“I don’t own this,” she said.

She touched her mouth and found it swollen.

“Lyle?” Her voice was hers. Thinner. Frightened. “What happened? Why am I…”

She looked at the spilled wine. At the couch. At his face.

“I was at the light,” she said. “Near your street. I had the jacket. And then…”

She stopped. Her hand went to her stomach, pressing against the skin as though feeling something move beneath it.

“Someone was here,” Margot said. “Inside. I could feel… she was angry at you. She was so angry. And I could feel…” She looked at Lyle with dawning horror. “I wanted you. I don’t want you. Not like that. Not anymore. But I wanted you. I could feel her wanting you through my hands.”

She backed away from him, from the couch, from the spilled wine.

“Iris,” Margot said. “Come here.”

Iris didn’t move. She was looking at her mother with the same precision she used now on every adult who came into the apartment, reading the body for its occupant.

“Mom?” Iris asked.

“Yes, baby. It’s me now.”

“How do I know?”

Margot’s face crumpled. She reached for her daughter, and Iris flinched.

The flinch was small, and Margot saw it.

Margot looked at Lyle. Her eyes were wet, fully hers, fully awake.

“You let her in,” Margot said. Not an accusation. A fact. “You let her use me. In our daughter’s home.”

“I didn’t know. Not at first.”

“But you knew. Before the end. You knew, and you didn’t…” She touched her mouth again. “You called me Freya. I heard you. I heard my name in your mouth and it wasn’t me. It was her. You were touching me and saying her name.”

She found her purse on the floor. She didn’t remember setting it down. She slung it over her shoulder with a jerky violence.

“I’m taking Iris,” Margot said.

“Margot—”

“Don’t.” The word was sharp enough to cut. “You don’t get to say my name tonight. You don’t get to pretend you know which one of us you’re talking to.”

She held out her hand to Iris. Iris looked at her father. Then she walked to her mother, slowly, but she didn’t take Margot’s hand. She walked beside her, maintaining a careful inch of space.

At the door, Margot stopped. She didn’t turn around.

“She left something,” Margot said. “Inside. I can feel it. Not thoughts. Not exactly. But the shape of them. She was jealous of me. She wanted to know if you still loved this body more than hers.” Margot’s voice cracked, then steadied. “I don’t think you know the difference between loving someone and missing what they used to give you.”

She opened the door.

“Iris, come on.”

Iris looked back at Lyle. She didn’t say goodbye. She didn’t say anything. But her eyes held the question she had asked her mother four minutes earlier, that nobody in the house had answered yet.

How do I know?

The door closed.

Lyle sat in the armchair. The wine soaked into the rug beneath the coffee table. He touched his shoulder where Margot’s—Freya’s—fingers had tapped the pattern.

Two fast. One slow. Two fast. The rhythm that once meant attention now meant invasion dressed as love.

“Are you still here?” he asked the empty room.

No answer.

He sat there until the stain dried.
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THE NEUTRAL ADDRESS

The letter came on the Tuesday and the meeting was on the Friday, and in between Lyle did almost nothing, which he later understood to have been the week.

The apartment still knew what had happened. Wine ghost under the coffee table if you got low enough. Shoulder that remembered a rhythm. Iris’s empty room until Margot’s schedule said otherwise. No clean morning. The pipes did not need to speak; the letter spoke in their place.

The letter was from a firm on Colmore Row with three names in the title and a reference number that was longer than his phone number. It used the phrase your former partner four times and the word incident once, in a sentence Lyle read eleven times.

Following the incident of 3 October, our client seeks to regularise arrangements for the child by consent, in advance of any application to the court.

By consent.

He looked at those two words for a long time.



Cora read it at her kitchen table with her coat still on.

“That’s good,” she said.

“That’s good?”

“That’s her solicitor telling you she’d rather not go to a judge.” She turned the page. “It costs money and it takes eleven weeks and a judge would ask you both what happened on the third of October.” She looked up. “Do you want a judge asking you what happened on the third of October?”

“No.”

“Then it’s good.”



The school letter was still on the fridge, under the watermelon magnet, with THURS 9 OCT — 2pm — BE THERE 1:50 on the front of it in his own capitals. Promise paper beside the new legal paper. Same fridge. Different weather.

Thursday was the ninth.

At one-fifty Lyle sat in the car outside the flat with the engine off. He had decided that morning that he would go if Margot rang — a condition he had invented, and had told nobody, and which put the thing in her hands.

She did not ring.

He could have rung the school and asked whether parents came without their children. It would have taken four minutes.

At ten past two he went back inside.

He did not take the letter down.



They did it in a room above a building society because Margot’s solicitor had an arrangement with somebody.

There were six people. Margot and her solicitor. Lyle, with no solicitor, because he had rung two and neither would look at it without four hundred pounds up front. A duty mediator whose name Lyle did not retain. Cora, who had been asked to come and had come.

And Iris, for eleven minutes at the start, so that everybody could say hello to her and she could see that this was a room with biscuits in it and not a thing being done to her behind a door.

Then a woman from the building society took her downstairs.



The document was four pages. Cool thick paper. Staple catch. Initial boxes like the ones Freya had filled in a better basement, under a different kind of light.

It had numbered sections. It had subsections. It had boxes down the right-hand margin for initials.

Lyle got to the bottom of page one and had to stop, because his hands had gone strange and he could not immediately work out why. The pen would not dig. Desire was not what paper was trying to govern now. Custody was.

1.2 — The parties agree the arrangements set out below are temporary and shall be reviewed on or before 12 January.

2.1 — The child shall reside with the father, subject to the conditions at section 4.

3.1 — The mother shall have the child from Friday 18:00 to Sunday 10:00 on alternate weekends, until review.

3.2 — Exchanges shall take place at the address of Ms C. Bell, agreed by both parties as a neutral venue.

And then section four, which was a list of things he must not do, written in cool declarative sentences by somebody who had never met him.

4.1 — The father shall not permit the child to be present where any ritual, spiritual, or occult practice is conducted, whether or not for payment.

4.2 — The father shall not permit any person to be present with the child whose identity or condition he cannot vouch for.

4.3 — The father shall not use, prepare, or store water or implements associated with the practices described at 4.1 in any room used by the child.

(Water, which had been mechanism and intimacy and violation, was now a line item. The basin under the sink became illegal weather.)

4.4 — The father shall disclose to the mother, in writing and within 24 hours of any change, the address at which the child sleeps.

Lyle read 4.4 twice.

Then he read the whole page again from the top, more slowly, and this time he was not reading a legal document at all.

He was reading Cora’s contract.

Same shape. Same numbering. Same cool voice. The host may terminate permission at any time, for any reason, including reasons not stated, understood, justified, or communicated. Somebody sitting at a table with a pen, deciding in advance which parts of a life another person is allowed access to, and writing it down, because the alternative was trusting them.

He had thought that was a kind of poetry when Cora did it.

He had said this is longer than my divorce agreement and Cora had said that explains your divorce, and everyone had laughed, and it had been one of the happiest afternoons of his year.

“Mr Mercer?”

Lyle looked up.

“Do you want to take a minute?”

“No,” he said. “No. Sorry. I’m reading it.”



He argued about two things and won one.

He argued about 4.2, on the grounds that it was unworkable — whose identity or condition he cannot vouch for would technically cover a supply teacher — and the mediator agreed and it was amended to persons unknown to the mother, which was not much better and which he signed anyway.

He argued about the review date and lost.

He did not argue about 4.4.

Cora noticed, and mentioned it once, months later, in a stairwell.

He did not argue about 4.4 because it was the easiest one in the document. It cost nothing. It required no change to how he lived. All it asked was that when the place his daughter slept changed, he write it down and send it.

He thought, reading it: fine. That one’s fine.



Margot spoke twice in ninety minutes.

The first time was to say that she was not trying to take Iris away from him, and that she wanted the review in January to be the end of it, and that she had said so to her solicitor in exactly those words, and would he please believe her.

The second was at the end, when it was signed, and the solicitor was putting the caps back on things.

“Lyle.”

He looked up.

“On the third of October,” Margot said. “In my house. In my body.”

The mediator said her name.

Margot did not look away from him.

“I’m not going to be able to stop asking about it,” she said. “I want you to understand that now, so that when I ask you in six months you don’t act surprised.”



Cora agreed to the address in the room, out loud, on the record.

She did it in the flattest voice she owned, and afterwards, on the stairs, she said:

“I want to say one thing and then I’m never saying it again.”

“Okay.”

“It’s my flat. Every Friday at six and every Sunday at ten, it’s my flat, and I’ll have the kettle on and I will not have an opinion.” She was doing the thing with the pens in her hair. “I’m not a supervisor. I’m not a witness. I’m not part of your arrangement. I’m a place where two adults hand a child over without having a conversation.”

“Cora—”

“I’m doing it for her.” She got the door. “And if I ever have to be more than a place, I’m going to be a lot more than a place. Just so you know what’s in the room.”



Iris was in the car with a biscuit in each hand.

“Are you and Mom fighting?”

“No.”

“You’re a bit.”

“We’re a bit.”

Lyle put the seatbelt across her and did the clip.

“There’s a bit of paper now,” he said, “that says what happens when. So nobody has to guess and nobody has to argue about it.”

Iris considered that.

“Is it like Cora’s one?”

He stopped with his hand on the buckle.

“What?”

“Cora’s one. With the numbers.” She turned the biscuit over. “The one where Freya has to leave when Cora says.”

“…Yes,” Lyle said. “It’s like that one.”

“Good,” Iris said, and ate the biscuit. “That one works.”



The first exchange was that Friday.

Lyle got her there at ten to six with her bag packed and her reading log signed — signed, not initialled — and Cora had the kettle on, and Margot came up at six exactly and did not come in.

It took ninety seconds and nobody said anything they had to take back.

He did it the next week too, and the week after, and the week after that.

The system worked. Nobody afterwards would believe it, and it was true: for five weeks, the piece of paper did exactly what it was for. Iris went on Friday and came back Sunday. Margot stopped ringing at odd hours. Lyle put the dates in his phone and made them all, and one Sunday in early November Margot said “Thanks” through the gap in the door, and meant it.

Then the wall came down.
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THE ROSTER

Without Cora, the business took eleven days to stop working.

Lyle had not understood how much of it she had been. He had thought of her as the host, which is to say the part in the middle, and discovered over a fortnight that she had also been the diary, the intake, the safeguarding, the pricing, the aftercare, and the reason people said yes twice.

Three jobs cancelled in the first week. Two of those were Donna’s referrals, and both cancelled for the same reason, which Donna relayed with enormous embarrassment on the phone: they’d heard there was a lady who did the paperwork and they wanted the one with the paperwork.

The Hendricks job went ahead without a host and was a disaster.

Lyle did it as a straight performance — no possession, just the card and the stole and forty minutes of theatre in a conservatory in Solihull — and it worked, technically, in the sense that nothing supernatural happened and nobody asked for a refund. He came out three hundred pounds up and sat in the car with his hands on the wheel in the cooling quiet — after Harold weather, after Keith weather — feeling something he did not immediately recognise as shame. No wet-penny. No true exit. Only the stole and the card and money that did not clean the third of October.

Freya, in Martin, said: “You did it without me.”

“There wasn’t anyone to put you in.”

“You did it without me and it went fine.”

“It went flat.”

“Yes,” Freya said. “It went flat and it went fine, and now you know.”



The roster, at the end of September, had four names on it.

Martin, who was seventy-one and could not do more than an hour and had a heart.

Bethany, who had not returned a call since May.

Patricia, who had said no in writing.

And Cora, crossed out, still legible, because Lyle had crossed it out with one line instead of scribbling it. One line, like a stay that could be reversed. He knew better. The pen still lied that way.

He put the ad back up in October.

He wrote it better this time. Two years of Cora’s influence had made him almost competent — he listed the risks properly, and the rate, and the fact that there was a contract, and he did not use the word host anywhere in it.

He got nine replies.

Seven were unusable. One was a man who wanted to know whether he could be possessed by somebody specific, which Lyle spent a bad evening thinking about.

The ninth was Desmond.



Desmond Ackroyd was thirty-four, wiry, sharp-faced, and worked nights at a distribution centre off the Coventry Road.

He arrived at the interview — Lyle had started calling them interviews, because Cora had — with a printed copy of the advert on which he had underlined four things and written ? beside two of them.

“‘Emotional residue,’” he read out. “What’s that mean.”

“You might feel something afterwards that isn’t yours.”

“For how long.”

“Hours. Sometimes a day.”

“Has anybody had longer.”

Lyle thought about Cora saying I don’t know whose those are, and about Jared rubbing a wrist that had stopped hurting in 2014.

“Yes,” he said.

Desmond wrote something down.

“Right,” he said. “Two hundred, and I want it in cash on the night, and I’m not doing anything where somebody’s mother’s in the room.”

“That’s most of the work.”

“Then I’m not doing most of the work.”



He had a reason and he gave it once, flatly, when Lyle did not ask.

“My sister’s got a thing with her spine. She’s on a list. The list is four years.” He put his hands on the table. “There’s a place in Germany does it in eleven weeks and it’s nineteen grand, and I’ve got about four, and I’m thirty-four and I work nights, so.”

“Desmond—”

“I’m not telling you so you’ll feel a certain way about it. I’m telling you so that when I say I’ll do two a week you understand that I mean two a week, and that I’m not going to get frightened and stop.”



He did not like Freya.

That was the other thing, and Lyle had never had it before, and it changed the temperature of everything.

Bethany had been curious. Martin had been delighted. Patricia had been professional until she wasn’t. Cora had been — whatever Cora had been.

Desmond was polite, punctual, extremely good at it, and did not like her at all.

“She talks to me like the van,” he said, in the car park after the third job. “Not like a bloke. Like the van.”

“She does that.”

“No, I mean specifically. Like I’m a vehicle she’s been assigned and she’s checking the mirrors.” He lit a cigarette he was not supposed to have. “She’s not rude about it. She’s rude about everything else. She’s careful with me because I’ve got terms.” He blew smoke at the ceiling of the car park. “I’d rather she was rude, if I’m honest. Careful means she’s decided something.”



The thumb was the thing nobody could do anything about.

Desmond cracked the knuckle of his left thumb. Constantly, unconsciously, at a rate of perhaps four times a minute, and had done since he was eleven, and had been told to stop by every partner, employer and dentist he had ever had.

Freya could not stop it.

She could stop everything else. She could still Martin’s hands and reset Patricia’s jaw and hold Cora’s breathing at any rate she liked. But somewhere in the wiring of Desmond Ackroyd there was a loop she could not get in front of, and every fifteen seconds, in the middle of whatever appalling thing she was performing in somebody’s front room, that thumb went click.

The first time it happened she stopped mid-sentence and looked at the hand as though it had spoken.

“What was that.”

“That’s him.”

“I’m aware it’s him, Lyle, I would like to know why it’s happening while I’m driving.”

“He does it. He’s always done it.”

She tried, twice, in the car afterwards, to hold the hand still and wait it out.

It went at fourteen seconds and then at nine.

“Well,” Freya said. “That’s fucking horrible.”

It bothered her for weeks, and she said so, and the reason she gave was the one Lyle could not stop turning over afterwards.

She could put a woman under in her own body and hold her there for forty minutes.

She could not stop a man cracking his thumb.

“They’re different rooms,” she said. “The one where you decide things is easy. Anybody could get into that. It’s the wiring underneath that won’t have me.”



Which turned out to be useful, in the way that things did.

On the fourth job — a bungalow in Yardley, a family who had wanted this very badly for a long time — Lyle came around the corner into a back bedroom and found Desmond standing at the window with his back to the room, absolutely still, and said, “You all right?”

And Desmond said, “Yeah.”

And Lyle got as far as good before he understood that the hand hanging at Desmond’s side had not moved in the whole time he had been standing there.

“Freya.”

“Mm.”

“You said you’d come out at nine.”

“It’s four minutes past nine.”

“You said you’d come out at nine.”

“I was looking at something,” Freya said, and turned around, and the face was doing the thing Desmond’s face did not do, and Lyle stood in a stranger’s back bedroom with his heart going and understood that he had spoken to her for eleven seconds believing she was somebody else.

He had never once been wrong before.

He had built an entire relationship on never once being wrong.

That night he wrote it in the book, under the date, in the column Cora had ruled:

4 mins over. D. did not signal. I did not know.



Desmond read it at the next job, because Desmond read everything.

“You wrote it down.”

“That’s what the book’s for.”

“Most people wouldn’t.” He handed it back. “My last job before this, bloke used to log the near-misses in a different book to the incidents. Two books. Everyone knew.”

“Is that a compliment?”

“It’s an observation.” He cracked the thumb. “Keep it in one book, Lyle. Two books is how it gets away from you.”



He did nine sessions between the eleventh of October and the twenty-second of November.

He was, by a distance, the best host Lyle ever worked with — punctual, unshakeable, unsentimental, and so precise about his own terms that Freya stopped testing them somewhere around the fifth job and never started again.

He never asked what she was.

He asked, once, in the car, whether it hurt her to leave.

Lyle said yes.

Desmond thought about that for a while, and cracked his thumb twice, and said, “Good,” and did not explain, and Lyle did not ask him to.


PART V
THE CITY OPENS
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THE TRUCK

Three weeks after Cora stopped hosting Freya — three weeks after the wine, the rhythm on the shoulder, the letter, the section that made his kitchen illegal — a truck stole part of Lyle’s car.

It began outside a hardware store, and it began there because of section four. Aftershock carried in the glovebox: key in the dish towel, exile of the work from the child’s rooms, copper traveling like contraband.

Sections 4.1 and 4.3 had taken the business out of the flat. No ritual practice where the child could be present. No prepared water or associated implements in any room she used. Lyle had read those the first time as a description of a man he was not, and had discovered within a fortnight that they described his kitchen, his bathroom, his bedroom windowsill, and the cereal bowl.

So the work went outside. Jobs were done in other people’s houses now, and the key travelled in the dish towel in the glovebox, and Lyle had spent three weeks conducting his entire supernatural life in car parks and function rooms and one memorable pub cellar in Digbeth. He had bought a secondhand leather jacket for the outside work because the long-sleeve was not enough for the ring road at night. One cuff was more cracked than the other. It made him look like a divorced electrician who had wandered into neo-noir and was hoping nobody would ask him to smoke. It failed as armor and as fashion. He wore it anyway.

Which is why he was on the ring road on a Saturday afternoon with the key in the car, buying light bulbs, duct tape, and a replacement smoke detector because the original had been converted into a demon meter and never recovered professionally.

He came out carrying two paper bags, cracked cuff catching on the bag handle, and found a white box truck parked beside his sedan.

The truck had no company name.

No number plate on the back.

Its cargo doors stood open.

Inside were hollow-core doors.

Dozens of them.

They had been stacked upright and secured with chains. Each edge was capped in copper. Shallow channels ran around their faces. Some carried numbers carved into the veneer — long sequences of them, with measurements, and arrows.

One had a human shape outlined across it in faded red pencil.

Lyle stopped beside his car.

A woman in grey coveralls pushed another door up the truck’s ramp.

She was broad-shouldered, perhaps fifty, with a shaved head and a blue thread bracelet around one wrist.

The door moved past Lyle.

Water shone inside its copper groove. Wet-penny from a door that was not his, in a dry car park, in daylight that did not care. Discovery becoming threat at industrial scale.

The day was dry.

“Where did you get those?” he asked.

The woman kept pushing.

“Work.”

“What kind?”

“Door work.”

“That is aggressively unhelpful.”

She secured the door with a leather strap.

Then she looked at him.

Her gaze moved to his hands — the same hands that had held Iris’s head for oof, that had held Margot’s wrists, that had signed initials in a room above a building society.

To the faint mineral staining beneath his nails from handling the laryngeal key.

Her expression changed.

“Go home,” she said.

Lyle stared.

“Do I know you?”

“No.”

“Do you know me?”

“No.”

“That was a very personal ‘go home.’”

The woman climbed into the truck.

Lyle walked closer.

“What do the numbers mean?”

The driver shut her door.

Lyle knocked on the glass.

She looked straight ahead.

The truck started.

Water began leaking from beneath it.

Not engine fluid.

Clear water.

It spread across the pavement, paused at the gutter, then flowed uphill toward a storm drain behind the store.

Lyle watched it.

The truck pulled away.

A length of chain trailed from the open rear bumper.

Its hook dragged across the asphalt.

Lyle should have let it go.

Freya had once warned him about trucks.

It had happened during an argument so unrelated that he had assumed she was improvising.

She had been inside Martin.

They were discussing whether Lyle should advertise evening appointments when Freya suddenly looked toward the street.

“If you ever see a white truck carrying doors,” she said, “do not follow it.”

Lyle had waited for context.

None came.

“Why?”

“Because I said not to.”

“That has never persuaded me.”

“I know.”

Then she changed the subject.

Now the truck carrying copper-edged doors turned onto Fulton.

Lyle put the bags in his car.

He followed.

His sedan was twelve years old, dented along both sides, and held together by the shared optimism of zip ties and delayed maintenance.

It made a clicking sound during left turns.

Lyle called it a feature.

The truck drove slowly at first.

Lyle stayed two cars behind.

He told himself he was not following it. They were merely traveling in the same direction through a city with several million possible destinations.

The truck turned.

Lyle turned.

The truck changed lanes.

Lyle changed lanes.

At the third light, the driver looked at him through the side mirror.

Lyle pretended to inspect his dashboard.

The light changed.

The truck accelerated.

The trailing chain swung.

Its hook caught beneath Lyle’s passenger-side mirror.

There was a metallic snap.

The mirror vanished.

For half a second, it hung from the chain, bouncing against the truck’s rear bumper.

Then the attached panel began peeling away from Lyle’s door.

Lyle screamed.

Not from fear.

From offense.

“That was structurally fucking important!”

The truck kept moving.

The outer panel ripped halfway loose and flapped beside the car.

Lyle honked.

The horn produced one weak, asthmatic note.

The driver glanced back.

Then accelerated.

Lyle accelerated too.

The clicking in his front wheel became a continuous rattle.

He lowered the passenger window and shouted:

“Pull over!”

The window reached halfway down and jammed.

The truck turned onto a narrow side street.

Lyle followed.

The loose panel struck a parked car, folded backward, and tore free with a sound like a metal animal being disemboweled.

It remained attached to the truck’s chain.

Lyle watched part of his sedan disappear around the corner.

“You stole my car!”

Technically, most of the car remained with him.

Emotionally, he rejected this distinction.

The truck crossed an intersection against the light.

Lyle followed and nearly collided with a delivery bicycle.

The cyclist slapped his roof and shouted something anatomically ambitious.

“Emergency,” Lyle shouted back.

The street narrowed.

Buildings crowded closer together.

Storefronts gave way to shuttered garages, loading docks, and brick walls painted with old advertisements.

The truck turned into an alley.

Lyle entered seconds later.

The alley ended at a concrete wall.

No truck.

No open garage.

No turn.

Only brick on both sides and a shallow loading bay ahead.

Lyle stopped.

His car idled unevenly.

Water ran along the alley floor.

Uphill.

It disappeared beneath the loading bay door.

Lyle got out.

The passenger side of the sedan looked bitten.

Wires hung where the mirror had been.

A strip of metal curled outward like peeled bark.

He stared at it.

Then at the loading bay.

“You owe me a door,” he called.

His voice returned from the alley walls.

Nothing answered.

He approached the loading bay.

The metal shutter was rusted at the bottom.

Dust lay undisturbed along its track.

It had not opened recently.

Lyle crouched.

The water flowed beneath it.

He touched the stream.

His fingertips went numb.

The sensation moved up his hand in a narrow line, almost directional.

The same feeling as the rainwater inside the hollow-core door.

He stood quickly.

Beside the loading bay was a personnel entrance.

A cheap beige hollow-core door had been fitted directly into the brick wall.

Fresh screws gleamed in the hinges.

There was no frame around it.

No handle.

Only a copper-edged hole where a knob should have been.

Lyle stepped closer.

A piece of blue thread caught on one screw.

He pulled it free.

The thread was damp.

Warm.

Something knocked from the other side.

Two fast.

One slow.

Lyle stopped breathing.

Then came another pattern.

Not Freya’s.

Three evenly spaced impacts.

Metallic.

Measured.

A maintenance rhythm.

The first pattern answered.

Two fast.

One slow.

The second interrupted before it could finish.

Lyle reached toward the knob hole.

The key was at home.

Wrapped in Cora’s old dish towel.

The water at his feet rose.

Only half an inch.

Enough to cover the soles of his shoes.

From beyond the door came a sound like a heavy chain being drawn through a pipe.

Lyle stepped back.

The door bowed outward.

Not opening.

Breathing.

The veneer flexed around an enormous pressure from the other side.

A voice spoke behind him.

“You should have gone home.”

Lyle turned.

The woman in coveralls stood at the alley entrance.

No truck behind her.

Her blue thread bracelet had come loose at one end.

“That vehicle removed part of my car,” Lyle said.

The woman looked at the sedan.

“It improved it.”

“It has electrical components exposed.”

“It had electrical components exposed before.”

“That isn’t relevant.”

The door knocked again.

The woman’s expression hardened.

She walked past Lyle and placed one palm against the veneer.

The pressure stopped.

“What is behind that?” Lyle asked.

“Nothing you can afford.”

“I’m not paying.”

“You always are.”

She removed the blue thread from his hand.

Lyle tried to hold on.

The woman twisted his wrist with practiced ease.

He released it.

“Who are you?”

“Someone cleaning up after the woman you keep inviting into people.”

“Freya?”

The woman’s eyes moved toward the door.

“She has not told you.”

“Told me what?”

“Enough to stop asking.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“No,” the woman said. “It is an exit.”

She knocked once against the door.

The water reversed.

It flowed away from Lyle’s shoes and disappeared beneath the wall.

The hollow-core door settled flat.

The woman pressed her thumb into the copper-edged knob hole.

There was a click.

The entire door slid sideways into the brick, which is not what doors do.

Behind it was darkness and the smell of old stone, soup, hot metal, and standing water.

Far inside, amber bulbs burned along a descending corridor.

People moved across the opening.

A child carried a bundle of copper pipe.

An old man rolled a television set on a cart.

Someone laughed.

Then a siren sounded in the distance.

Low.

Mechanical.

The people stopped moving.

The woman stepped through.

Lyle followed one pace.

She turned.

“Not tonight.”

Something roared far below, and it was not an animal, and it was not entirely a machine either.

The corridor lights flickered.

A figure appeared at the bottom of the passage.

Too far away to understand.

Large enough to erase the light behind it.

A chainsaw engine coughed once.

Then again.

The woman shoved Lyle backward.

The door slid shut.

Brick covered the place where it had been.

No seam remained.

Lyle stood with one hand against a wall.

The chainsaw started behind it.

The sound moved downward, away from him, into an impossible depth beneath the city.

He returned to his car.

The sedan’s dashboard displayed four warning lights it had not possessed that morning.

Lyle drove home with no passenger mirror and half a door panel.

At the apartment, Iris sat at the kitchen table coloring a picture of a city made entirely of rooms.

Cora sat across from her with a stack of custody forms Margot had asked Lyle to complete two weeks earlier.

Freya was absent.

Cora looked up.

“What happened to your car?”

“A truck stole part of it.”

Cora waited.

“It was attached to a chain.”

“That raises more questions.”

“I know.”

Iris held up her drawing.

The city had pipes instead of roads.

Every building was connected by little doors.

A blue figure stood at the bottom.

“What’s that?” Lyle asked.

“The man who comes back.”

Cora looked at him.

Lyle’s hand closed around the copper stain on his fingertips.

“Who told you about him?”

“The rude lady.”

“What did she say?”

Iris returned to coloring.

“That the city loves him.”

Lyle sat across from her.

“And?”

“And it chains him.”

Cora stopped sorting papers.

Iris drew a line of red crayon through the blue figure’s hand.

“And every year he goes outside.”

“What does he do outside?”

Iris shrugged.

“Freya wouldn’t say.”

From inside the kitchen wall came three evenly spaced knocks.

Cora heard them.

Lyle saw that she had.

Iris continued coloring.

“She said he always comes back,” she said.

The pipes knocked again.

Two fast.

One slow.

Then three even blows answered before the pattern could finish.
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THE VOCAL CROSS-TRAINING

Martin arrived at seven with a thermos and a scarf, which he wore in all weather because he had spent forty years being told a voice was an instrument and had never entirely recovered. The apartment still held truck dust and unsigned custody forms. Iris at Margot’s. The night of the blue dress not spoken. Lyle’s face already the conversation Martin had named.

“You said urgent,” he said.

“I did.”

“Urgent at my age means a fall.”

“Nobody’s fallen.”

Martin looked past him into the apartment. Iris was at Margot’s until Sunday. The custody forms were still on the kitchen table where Cora had left them, still unsigned, now nineteen days late. Paper waiting. The watermelon magnet still held a school date that had already passed without him.

“Where’s the young woman? Cora.”

“She’s not doing this any more.”

“Ah.” Martin set the thermos down. “And you didn’t want to sit with that for a week first.”

“No.”

“No,” Martin agreed. He unwound the scarf. “Terms?”

“Ninety minutes. No leaving the apartment. Nothing that damages you.”

“And the other thing.”

“There’s no other thing tonight.”

Martin gave him a look that had closed the second act of several regional productions.

“Lyle. There’s a look on your face I have only ever seen on men about to have a conversation they have been putting off. I am about to be the room it happens in. I would like to know that.”

Lyle got the key out of the towel. Kitchen only — section four’s ghost even with Iris gone. Tea-dark in the glass. He hated how ordinary the preparation looked now.

“Yeah,” he said. “That’s about right.”

“Then I’d like an hour and a half and my fee and one condition.”

“Name it.”

“If it goes badly, you say the word and she comes out. Not one more sentence. Not the last word.” He sat down and put his hands on his knees like a man settling into a dentist’s chair. “I have been in a great many domestic scenes. Somebody always wants the last word. It will not be had through me.”

“Agreed.”

“Good.” Martin closed his eyes. “Right. Off we go.”



The change was not dramatic.

It never was, which Lyle had stopped finding reassuring some months ago. Martin’s shoulders came down two inches. His head tipped. The hands on the knees rearranged themselves into a shape Martin’s hands did not make.

“He’s got a lovely instrument,” Freya said. “It’s like driving a car with a full tank for once.”

“We need to talk.”

“Oh, hello. Straight in.”

“A truck took half my car.”

“Did it.”

“On Saturday. Outside the hardware place.”

Freya crossed Martin’s legs.

“Was it white?”

Lyle stopped.

He had rehearsed four openings on the drive back and none of them had accounted for her simply answering.

“Yes.”

“Was it carrying doors.”

“Yes.”

“Then I told you,” she said, “explicitly, in this room, that if you ever saw a white truck carrying doors you were not to follow it.”

“You didn’t tell me why.”

“Because the why is a door, Lyle, that’s the entire problem with the why, the why is a door and you are the single most curious idiot I have ever loved.”

“There was a woman in coveralls.”

Freya went still.

Martin’s hands stopped moving. That was how Lyle always knew — not the face, which she managed, but the extremities, which she forgot.

“Describe her.”

“Fifty. Shaved head. Blue thread round her wrist.”

“What did she say.”

“She said she was cleaning up after the woman I keep inviting into people.”

The room did a thing rooms do when a fridge cycles off.

“Right,” Freya said.

“Right?”

“What would you like instead?”

“An argument. Denial. Something.”

“You want me to tell you she was lying.”

“I want you to tell me anything.”

Freya stood Martin up and walked him to the window, and the walk was wrong for Martin, too fast, too short in the stride, a woman’s pace in a man’s legs.

“There’s a place,” she said. “It’s under the district around Fulton and Kerr, and it’s not under it exactly, it’s — through it. Behind it. It’s about eleven hundred people and it’s been there a long time and it takes in the kind of people the rest of the city has finished with.”

“Eleven hundred.”

“Give or take.”

“There are eleven hundred people living inside the city and nobody—”

“That’s the whole point of it, love.”

“And you know about it.”

“Yes.”

“How.”

A pause. Lyle could see the shape of the pause. He had seen her take exactly that long before, sitting in Cora, being asked what she wanted for her birthday, a question that should not have needed four seconds.

“I lived there,” she said.

“When.”

“Before.”

“Before what.”

“Before the part you already know about.”

He put both hands flat on the back of a chair.

“There is a woman in a boiler suit,” he said, “who looked at my hands and told me to go home. She knew what the mineral staining was. She knew what I’d been doing with the key. She has been keeping a list, Freya, she has been cleaning up after you, and you are standing in Martin telling me you lived somewhere.”

“Yes.”

“That’s the whole answer.”

“That’s the whole answer you’re getting tonight.”

“Why?”

And here she did something he had not expected and did not have a defence prepared for.

She turned around and told him the truth about the shape of the lie.

“Because if I tell you the next part, you’ll go,” she said. “Not tomorrow. Tonight. You’ll put your shoes on and drive to Fulton with a torch and that idiot expression you get, and they will let you in, because they let people in, that’s what the place is, and then you’ll be inside it, and once you’ve been inside it you don’t get to be a man with a daughter and a bad car and an unsigned custody form any more.”

“That’s not your decision.”

“No,” she agreed. “It’s yours. That’s why I’ve been not making it for eight months.”

“You’ve been lying for eight months.”

“I have been omitting for eight months, and you have been extremely comfortable in the omission, and I would like that noted.”

“Don’t.”

“You never asked where I was from, Lyle.”

“That’s—”

“Not once. Eight months. You have asked me what it’s like to be dead, what it’s like to be inside a man, whether I can taste through Cora, whether it hurts when a body rejects me, whether I’d have fancied you when I was alive—”

“That was a joke.”

“It was three times.” She let that sit. “You have asked me a great many questions about what I am. You have never once asked me who I was, and I have let you not ask, and we have both been having a lovely time.”

Lyle’s hands were shaking on the chair back.

Not from anger. That was the humiliating part.

“There’s a thing that comes out,” he said. “Isn’t there.”

Freya didn’t answer.

“I heard it. Behind the wall. There was a chainsaw behind a wall and the woman shoved me back into an alley and the door went into the brick like it was never there.”

“Yes.”

“Once a year.”

“Yes.”

“And they lock it up afterwards.”

“Yes.”

“And you know its name.”

He watched Martin’s throat move around a swallow she had not chosen.

“Yes,” Freya said.

“Say it.”

“No.”

“Say it.”

“Ask me for anything else in the world,” she said, “and you’ll have it before you finish the sentence.”

The lamp on the side table buzzed the way it did when the heating came on.

Lyle looked at Martin’s face, at the seventy-one-year-old retired actor whose evening this was, whose mouth was being used for the worst conversation of Lyle’s life, and who had asked for one condition, once, politely.

“Iris drew a picture,” Lyle said.

Freya went very quiet.

“On Saturday. After the truck. A city made of rooms with pipes instead of roads, and a blue man at the bottom.” He straightened up. “She said the rude lady told her the city loves him and chains him and every year he goes outside.”

“I told her a story.”

“You told my daughter about it before you told me.”

“She asked.”

The words were out of Freya’s mouth before she had time to hear them, and Lyle watched her hear them about a half-second too late, and watched Martin’s hand come up toward Martin’s mouth and stop.

“Right,” Lyle said.

“That isn’t what I—”

“No, it is. It’s exactly what you meant. She asked and you told her, and I didn’t, so I didn’t get told.” He picked up the thermos and put it down again for no reason. “Out.”

“Lyle.”

“Out of Martin. That’s the word. That was his condition, and he asked for it politely, and I’m using it.”

“I’m not finished.”

“That’s the point of the word.”

For one long moment she stayed.

He watched her decide. He watched a woman who had spent forty minutes explaining that she was capable of restraint stand inside a seventy-one-year-old man’s body and weigh, visibly, whether to have the last word anyway.

Then Martin’s shoulders went up two inches.

He blinked, put a hand on the back of the chair, and sat down carefully in it.

“Well,” he said, in his own voice, which was much lower. “That was awful.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry at me, I’m fine, I’ve been in worse.” Martin got his scarf. “She stayed about two seconds past the word.”

Lyle stopped. “Did she.”

“About two.” Martin wound the scarf. “It’s not nothing. You should probably know it’s not nothing.” He picked up his thermos, and at the door he turned around, because he had spent forty years learning exactly where in a room a line lands hardest. “The last one who used me like that was my wife,” he said. “She didn’t need a body to do it.”
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THE PLACE UNDER FULTON

They did not break in.

That was the thing Lyle could never get across afterward, to anyone, in any version of the story. There was no seam-hunting, no thumb pressed into a copper hole, no clever business with the key. He parked on Kerr on a Sunday morning with his daughter in the back seat and a bag of pastries on the passenger side because he had genuinely not known what else to bring, and he walked up to a shuttered laundry and knocked on the roll-down door.

Iris was in the car because Margot had handed her back at ten and there was nowhere else for her to be. Cora was on a double. Pia did not exist yet. He had thought about it in the way he thought about things, which was to hold the thought for the length of the drive and then park.

Section 4.2 said he would not permit any person to be present with his daughter who was unknown to her mother.

He did not think about 4.2 at all until Tuesday, and when he did, he thought: she met a woman called Ruth and ate a bagel. Which was true, and which he did not put in writing, and which was the first thing he kept.

A woman in her sixties opened a personnel gate beside it, looked at him, looked at Iris, and said, “You’ll want the other entrance, love, this one’s got a step.”

Iris went in first.

Nobody stopped her.



It was not a tunnel.

He had built a tunnel in his head over four days of not sleeping, something wet and vaulted with torches. What was actually behind the laundry was a corridor with a linoleum floor, then a room that had been three rooms, then a doorway that had been a window, and then the back of a shop with the shelving still up and somebody’s bicycle chained to it.

The ceiling was a ceiling. There were light fittings.

It smelled of soup and hot metal and washing powder — kitchen weather and laundry weather married to infrastructure, the apartment’s grammar grown to a city.

“It’s just inside,” Lyle said.

“It’s mostly inside,” the woman agreed. “The bottom’s older. Watch the step here, it’s a liar.”

Her name was Ruth and she asked Iris three questions in a row without once looking at Lyle for permission, which Iris found so novel that she answered all three.



They gave him a mug.

It was the first thing that happened after the corridor and he did not understand what it meant until much later. A boy of about nineteen with a burn on his thumb put a chipped mug of tea in his hand at a folding table and said “that’s yours now” and went away again, and Lyle stood holding it, and it was three months before he found out that the mug was a document.

The woman from the stove had a pot going at the mouth of the ramp room and an argument going with a man about salt. Behind her, two children were carrying a six-foot length of copper pipe between them with enormous seriousness, one at each end, taking corners like removal men.

Laundry hung on a line strung between two ceiling pipes, above and slightly to the left of a bank of fourteen televisions.

Lyle stopped walking when he saw that.

The washing and the surveillance were sharing a room. Somebody’s socks were drying nine inches above the screen that watched the Fulton overpass. Domesticity and watching in one weather — the book already knew this marriage from a cheaper lamp.

“That can’t be good for them,” he said.

The teenager in the chair did not look up.

“It’s fine, they’re warm.”

“For the televisions.”

“They are the televisions.”



Iris was gone inside forty minutes.

He found her eventually in a room off the second corridor with a girl her own age called Pia, who had a shoebox of blue thread and a system, and who was explaining the system with the total authority of a child who has invented one.

“You do three and then you swap,” Pia said.

“Why?”

“Because otherwise it goes flat.”

“But why does it—”

“Because it goes flat, Iris.”

The thread came off a cone the size of a fire extinguisher, and the cone lived in the corridor, and Lyle had assumed for most of the morning that somebody down here had once worked in a haberdashery.

Ruth put him right on the way past.

“That’s marking thread. It’s for the line.”

“What line?”

Ruth stopped, and looked at him, and then did a thing he would think about a great deal in November: she did not answer him. She went into the room, crouched down between the two girls, and answered Iris.

“Has anybody told you about the blue?”

Iris shook her head.

“Right. So.” Ruth took a length off the cone and laid it flat on the floor between them, dead straight, like a border on a map. “Everywhere in this city, if you go far enough, you come to a bit of blue. Might be a line painted on the floor. Might be a stitch in a doormat. Might be a bit of this tied round a pipe.”

“Why?”

“Because on this side of it, the city knows you.” Ruth tapped the near side of the thread. “Water knows you, walls know you, and the man knows you, and you are as safe as anybody gets.”

She tapped the far side.

“And on that side, it doesn’t.”

Iris looked at the thread for a while.

“Is that all it is? String?”

“That’s all it is.” Ruth stood up. “Doesn’t need to be more. Everybody down here learned it at your age and nobody’s ever needed telling twice.” She was already going. “Not past the blue, love. That’s where the city stops knowing you.”

Pia had not looked up from the bracelet through any of it.

“She says that to everyone,” Pia said.

Lyle stood in the doorway.

He had come down here braced. He had spent the drive rehearsing how he would keep her close, how he would explain what to touch and what not to, how he would have her out by two.

She had been in the place for three-quarters of an hour and she had a friend and a project.

“Dad,” Iris said, without looking up. “There’s a dog.”

“Whose dog?”

“Everyone’s.”



It went on like that for most of the day, and the horror of it — the actual horror, the one that came for him at four in the morning three days later — was that it was nice.

He had wanted it to be a cult. He had wanted robes.

Instead there was a man with a clipboard doing a maintenance round, marking off valves. There was a noticeboard with a rota on it and somebody’s handwriting getting cross about the bins. There was a woman who had lived down here for thirty-one years and complained about it constantly, in detail, with pleasure, the way people complain about a marriage they intend to stay in.

There was a room with eleven chairs in it that were all different.

Lyle asked about the chairs.

“You bring your own,” Ruth said.

“From where?”

“From wherever you were before.” She shrugged. “You get here, you’ve usually got one thing. Some people have a chair. Some people have a dog. One fella turned up with a boat engine and no boat, and he’s still got it, and we’ve all had to make our peace with it.”

“And you just—”

“We find somewhere to put it. That’s the whole thing. That’s the entire thing we do.” She looked at him with a directness he was beginning to understand was the local dialect. “You’ve got a girl and half a car. We’ll find somewhere to put those too.”



Freya came with them on the second visit, in Martin, on ninety minutes and the same conditions.

She was wrong from the moment they came through the laundry.

Lyle had watched her be a dozen people. He had watched her be a nervous man at a christening and a large woman at a funeral and, once, memorably, a traffic warden. She was never wrong. Being right in a body was the thing she was for.

She walked Martin down that corridor like a woman going into a dentist she owed money to.

“You’ve gone quiet,” he said.

“I’m being polite.”

“You’ve never been polite in your life.”

At the folding table, an old man looked up from a radio he was fixing.

He looked at Martin for slightly too long.

Then he said, “Do I know you?”

“No,” Freya said.

“You’ve got a — ” He gestured vaguely at his own face. “There was a woman used to do that. With the hands.”

“Lots of people do things with their hands.”

“Not like that they don’t.” He went back to the radio. “Long time ago. Before the fountain went funny.”

Freya walked on.

Lyle looked back at the old man, who was not looking at them any more, and then at Martin’s shoulders, which were up around his ears in a way Martin’s shoulders did not go.

“What’s the fountain,” he said.

“Plumbing.”

“Freya.”

“It’s plumbing, Lyle. This place runs on water pressure and eleven hundred people’s goodwill, and one of those two is much more reliable.”

She kept walking.

Three separate people looked at Martin that day and did not place him, and one woman went white and had to sit down, and Freya walked past all of them at a woman’s pace in a man’s legs and did not turn her head once.

On the way out, at the laundry, the woman in grey coveralls was leaning against the wall with her arms folded.

She looked at Martin.

Martin looked back.

Nobody said anything at all, and the whole exchange took less than two seconds, and Lyle understood that he had just watched two people who knew each other extremely well agree not to.
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THE PREPARATION

The city did not announce it.

There was no meeting, no bell. Lyle came down on the last Monday in October — still carrying Fulton soup-and-surveillance weather in his lungs, cracked cuff of the secondhand jacket catching the rail on the way in — and the place had simply changed gear, the way a house changes gear the week before a wedding. Laundry powder. Hot metal. The fourteen screens already watching streets he had driven with Iris in the back after handback.

Everything was about the ramp.

The ramp was a concrete incline about eleven feet wide running up from the deep chamber to a garage door on the outer wall, and for eleven months of the year it functioned as the least interesting corridor in the city. People stored things on it. There was, that October, a chest freezer on it, two bicycles, forty feet of hose, a stack of chairs, somebody’s washing machine, and a motorbike in pieces.

Clearing it took four days and produced eleven separate arguments.

“It’s always the freezer,” said the man with the clipboard.

“It’s a good freezer.”

“It’s on the ramp.”

“It’s been on the ramp since March and nobody’s said—”

“Everybody has said. Everybody has said constantly.”

Lyle carried the far end of the freezer with a man named Osman who did not speak the entire time and then, at the bottom, said, “Thanks. My back’s gone, the bastard,” in a tone of complete satisfaction, as though a prediction had come good. The jacket made him sweat. The cracked cuff darkened. Armor that could not lift a freezer either.

He learned four names that week and got two of them wrong for a fortnight.

The one he got right immediately was Vi, because she told it to him twice in the same sentence.

“Vi,” she said, putting a bowl down in front of him without being asked. “That’s Vi. You’ve been calling me love for nine days and I’ve let you because you’ve had a time of it, but it’s Vi.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be. Eat that while it’s hot.”



They tested the televisions on the Friday.

All fourteen, one at a time, each one taken off the frame, opened, dusted with a paintbrush, put back. The teenager — his name was Gil, Lyle learned that week, and he was seventeen and had been doing the monitoring for three years because his mother had done it before him — sat cross-legged on the floor with a multimeter and a bowl of cereal and worked through them like a man tuning an orchestra.

“That one’s dying,” he said, of a curved yellow one.

“Can you fix it?”

“No. It’s been dying for four years.” He put it back on the frame. “It’ll do one more.”

“And then what?”

Gil looked at him like the question was foreign.

“Then we get another one,” he said. “People throw them away, mate. That’s the one thing this city has never had a shortage of.”



The chains came out on the Saturday.

They were kept in a wooden crate in the deep chamber, wrapped in oiled cloth, and there was more of them than Lyle had prepared for — not one chain but a system, eleven separate runs of different gauges, each one with its own numbered plate stamped into the terminal link.

Mr. Hallow laid them out on the floor of the chamber in order.

He did it alone. Lyle offered twice and was refused twice, politely, and on the third time Mr. Hallow said, “It’s not that I don’t want the help,” and did not finish the sentence.

Lyle watched from the doorway. Hands in pockets that were not deep enough. Copper smell under the oil of the chains — the same mineral family as his key, scaled into a system that steered instead of held.

The old man went down the line on his knees with a wire brush and a rag, and he checked every link of every run with his hands rather than his eyes, and it took him five hours, and about two hours in Lyle realised he was watching a man do a thing he had done thirty-odd times and had never once been able to make quicker.

“They’re his own design,” Mr. Hallow said, at some point, without looking up.

“Sorry?”

“The chains. He drew them.” He turned a link over. “For the floodgates, originally. Then he did the sums again for this.”

“He designed his own—”

“Yes.”

“Why would he—”

“Because he could do the sums,” Mr. Hallow said, “and nobody else could, and it needed doing, and he was still the sort of man who did the thing that needed doing.” He set the run down and picked up the next. “That was a long time ago. I’d ask you not to bring it up with anyone. It upsets the ones who remember him and it makes a story for the ones who don’t.”

“Can I ask something stupid?”

“You’ve been asking something stupid for four days.”

“If the chains hold him,” Lyle said, “why open the door at all?”

Mr. Hallow put the brush down.

“Because they don’t hold him. They steer him.” He turned a link over so Lyle could see the plate stamped into it. “Number, see. Eleven runs, eleven numbers, and they go on in an order, and the order is a route. Same route his gates used to take the overflow when the river came up.”

“Overflow.”

“Pressure has to go somewhere, son. It went through his gates for thirty years and then it went through him, and now once a year it has to come off or it comes off by itself and takes the second corridor with it.” He picked the brush back up. “So we open the door and he goes round, and it drains through him and back into the water, and we chain him to the route because the route is the only part of this anybody designed on purpose.”

Lyle looked at the eleven runs laid out on the floor in order.

“So he isn’t released.”

“Nobody’s ever been released,” said Mr. Hallow. “It’s just what people call it, because a door opens.”

He worked the oil into the next link.

“I’ve heard four people this week say we let him out. We don’t let him out. We let him move, because if he doesn’t move, the pressure finds a way through eleven hundred of us instead of one.”

“And he knows the route.”

“He follows it.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“No,” Mr. Hallow agreed, “it isn’t,” and did not offer anything else, and Lyle understood that he had reached the edge of what a careful man would say out loud about whether Elias was choosing.

“What happened to him?”

Mr. Hallow worked the brush along four links before he answered.

“He got sick. The water gets into you if you’re in it thirty years — his hands went first, then the legs. And there was a doctor.” He said the word doctor with a small pause on either side of it, the way you handle something you have only ever been handed. “Not a doctor. A woman who could do it. She fixed him.”

“Fixed him.”

“That’s the word they use.” He turned a link over. “Some of them will tell you she saved his life and some of them will tell you she should have been drowned in her own fountain, and the ones who say either loudest are the ones who weren’t born yet.”

“Which do you say?”

“I say he agreed to the first bit.” Mr. Hallow put the run down. “That’s the only part anybody agrees on. He agreed to the first bit.”

Lyle waited.

Nothing else came.



He told Freya about it that evening, in Martin, in the corridor by the folding table, and it was the first time in eight months that she did something with a borrowed body he could not read.

Martin’s hands went flat against his thighs and stayed there.

“Who told you that.”

“Mr. Hallow.”

“What else did he say.”

“That the man agreed to the first bit.”

Freya did not say anything for four full seconds, which in her was an eternity, and then she said, “He would remember it that way,” in a voice with nothing in it at all, and changed the subject to whether the soup had gone salty.

Lyle noticed.

He did not do anything with it.



Lyle asked the other question on the way back along the corridor, to Ruth, because Ruth answered things.

“How many people does he kill?”

Ruth did not slow down.

“Out there? Six, seven. It was eleven the year of the fire.” She stepped over a hose. “Some years it’s two and everybody has a lovely winter about it.”

“And nobody—”

“Nobody what, love. Nobody rings anybody?” She stopped at the stairs. “There’s no phone number for this. There’s a police force that would come down here with lamps and find eleven hundred people who aren’t on any list, and half of them would be back out on the street by Christmas, and the ones who’ve got nowhere would be the first ones out.” She started up. “So we do the ramp. And every year people who don’t know we exist pay for the fact that we do, and if you want to tell me that’s a bad arrangement I’ll agree with you and then I’ll go and get the chair out.”



The chair went out last.

Lyle had assumed the chair was a joke, or a shrine, or one of those objects that accretes meaning in a community until nobody can remember what it was for. It was a wooden kitchen chair with a rush seat and a blue cushion, and it lived the rest of the year in the corner of the room behind the stove.

On the Sunday, two women carried it up and set it at the bottom of the ramp, facing the garage door.

Then they had a twenty-minute argument about the cushion.

“It’s gone.”

“It’s not gone, it’s thin.”

“Feel it. Feel the corner. That’s not thin, that’s gone.”

“I patched that corner in — when did I patch that corner.”

“Two years ago. You patched it with the wrong blue.”

“There isn’t a right blue.”

“There’s a closer blue than that.”

They patched it again, with a slightly closer blue, sitting on the floor at the foot of the ramp with the cushion between them, and Vi held it up at the end and turned it over twice and said, “That’ll do him,” in exactly the voice Lyle’s own mother had used about a school jumper.

He had to leave the room.

He went and stood in the corridor with his hand on a pipe, and Ruth found him there four minutes later and did not ask, and brought him back a mug.



A man in his sixties came down afterwards with a ceramic cup, the kind with a chipped rim that suggested long use, and set it on the floor beside the chair, angled toward the kitchen as though somebody might sit and eat the soup. Lyle had seen cups like it in his grandmother’s house.

“He never sits,” Iris said. She had appeared beside the man without making a sound.

The man startled, then smiled down at her. “No, miss. He never has.”

“Then why do you put it out?”

“Because one year he might want to. And if he wants to, it ought to be ready.”

Iris considered this. “That’s stupid,” she said, not unkindly. “If he wanted to sit, he’d sit on the floor. He’s big enough.”

The man laughed. “You’re not wrong. But my mother put the chair out, and her mother before her. It’s a welcome, see? Even if he don’t use it.”



“Does he sit in it?”

They were on the ramp on the Monday evening. Everything was clear. The concrete had been swept and then, incomprehensibly, mopped.

Gil was checking the last of the cable runs.

“No,” he said.

“Ever?”

“Not that I’ve seen. Mum said not that she’d seen.” He coiled the cable. “There’s a bloke says he did once, in the eighties. There’s a bloke who says a lot of things.”

“Then why put it out?”

Gil straightened up and looked at the chair, and for a second the seventeen-year-old who thought the fusion was going to be incredible was visible in him a year early.

“Because if we stopped,” he said, “that’d be a decision.”



There was a young man on the fountain that week called Tomas.

He was down there most days with a wire brush and a bucket, working at the mineral crust that grew on the inside of the basin and had to come off twice a year or the circulation slowed. Lyle had assumed for a fortnight that he was maintenance. He was, in the sense that nobody paid him.

“You want to keep your hands out of it,” Tomas said, the first time. “Not because it’s dangerous. Because you’ll want to keep doing it.”

He was about twenty-four and he talked about the water the way other people talked about a football club.

He knew, or believed, that a cut washed in it healed in half the time. That the woman on the west side had gone eleven years past a diagnosis and everybody knew why and nobody said it. That there had been, in the sixties, a child who came back — not properly, not for long, but came back — and that the reason nobody would discuss this was embarrassment rather than doubt.

“Do you think that’s true?” Lyle asked him.

“I think there’s about four things it’s doing that nobody’s written down,” Tomas said, brushing. “And I think everyone down here decided a long time ago that it’s rude to ask.”

He put the brush in the bucket.

“My dad went in ninety-nine. Went in over three weeks with something in his liver, and he was on that platform for a month afterwards not going off, and everybody said isn’t the water good.” He looked at Lyle for the first time. “And I remember thinking, right, so it can hold him. So what else can it do. And nobody would tell me, and I was nine.”



On the Saturday, two women went round the whole habitable district with the cone and re-laid the thread.

They did the doorways, the head of the ramp, the mouth of the second corridor, and forty feet of the west side where somebody had lifted it in the summer to get a sofa through and had not put it back properly. It took them four hours and they argued about it constantly.

Lyle offered to help and was refused, kindly, on the grounds that he did not know where it went.

Iris was allowed to help with the soup and nothing else.

Lyle had drawn the line there and been surprised, mildly, when the city drew it in the same place without being asked. She was kept out of the deep chamber. She was kept off the ramp after the Sunday. Pia’s mother took both girls to the far side of the second corridor on the Monday and produced, from somewhere, a portable DVD player and four films.

On the Tuesday morning Iris found him at the folding table and stood next to him for a while without saying anything, which was not like her.

“Dad.”

“Yeah.”

“Are they scared of him or sad about him?”

Lyle put his tea down.

Across the room, Vi was cutting bread. Osman was carrying a crate. Two men were arguing about a valve. Somebody had put the radio on, and the radio was fixed now, and it was playing something from a long time ago, badly.

“I think both,” he said.

Iris thought about it.

“You can’t do both,” she said. “Not properly. One of them gets to be the top one.”

“That’s not—”

“Mum’s both about you,” Iris said, and picked up a piece of bread, and went off down the corridor to find Pia.



The siren went at nine minutes past eleven that night.
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HOW IS HE

THE FAILED SEARCH

The siren did not sound like a warning.

It sounded like a machine clearing its throat before saying something it had said many times before — kettle, throat-clear, the apartment’s grammar scaled to a city that had been listening longer.

Lyle had expected a scream. Air raid. Something with urgency built into it. Instead the note came up through the floor, held for eleven seconds, and stopped, and the hidden city responded the way a household responds to a kettle.

Vi moved the soup off the burner.

Two men carried the folding chair to the bottom of the ramp and argued about whether the cushion needed replacing before or after.

A girl of about twelve went down the corridor turning off every second bulb.

Nobody ran.

Lyle found that harder to watch than panic.

He stood in the monitoring room with his hands in his jacket pockets because he could not think of anything to do with them. Fourteen televisions were stacked against the wall in a frame someone had welded out of bed rails. Most of them were smaller than a microwave. Two were curved and yellowed. One had a hairline crack across the glass that had been filled with clear epoxy and left alone.

The pictures were bad. Grey, grainy, weather-blown.

They were also, without exception, of streets Lyle had driven on.

“That’s the Fulton overpass,” he said.

The teenager in the chair did not look up. He was eating cold macaroni out of a plastic container, holding the fork like a pen.

“Second mark.”

“There’s a bagel place under there.”

“There was.”

The teenager tapped the top left screen with the fork handle.

“He comes up through the drainage. Always the same three ways in. We named them. Doesn’t mean anything, we just got tired of saying the one by the school.”

Lyle looked at the screen.

Nothing moved on it except rain.

“How do you know where he is if you can’t see him?”

“Water tells us.”

“See, that’s — that’s the kind of sentence that sounds like information.”

“It’s the one we’ve got.”

The teenager scraped the container.

“You want the honest version? We don’t know where he is. We know where he was. About four minutes ago. Then we guess. We’ve been guessing for a long time, so we’re good at it.”

Behind them, Mr. Hallow came in with a coil of chain over one shoulder and stopped when he saw Lyle.

He was maybe sixty. Narrow through the chest, thick through the hands. He had the particular tiredness of a man who has been competent for too many consecutive years.

“You should be downstairs.”

“I’d like to see it.”

“You’ll see it when he comes back.”

“I’d like to see it before.”

Mr. Hallow set the chain down.

It made a sound like coins in a pocket that would not open — false jingle, metallic promise, the transactional feel of links that steered a man.

“No,” he said. “You wouldn’t.”



They fed him.

He kept returning to it afterward. Somebody put a bowl in his hands and somebody else told him the bread was two days old but fine if you didn’t think about it, and a woman he had not been introduced to asked whether Iris had eaten, by name, having learned it that afternoon.

Iris was asleep in a stone room behind the fountain with a girl called Pia who had shown her how to make a bracelet out of blue thread.

Lyle sat on an overturned crate and ate soup while a man was killed somewhere above him.

He was fairly sure that was happening.

Nobody said so.

The conversation around him was about a valve.



He asked the question at the wrong moment, the way he asked most things.

“How is he?”

Vi looked up. She had a dish towel over her shoulder — Lyle’s kitchen language in another woman’s hands — and a burn scar along the inside of her forearm that was older than the towel by several decades.

“How is who, love?”

“Him.”

She waited.

“The man,” Lyle said. “Out there.”

“Elias.”

She said it the way you say a name. No weight on it, no pause either side, a word she had used four thousand times about somebody she had known for thirty years.

Lyle had asked Freya for that word in his own front room eleven days earlier and been told to ask for anything else in the world.

“Right,” he said.

“You’re asking how he is.”

“Yes.”

She frowned. Not offended. Working on it, the way you work on a word in another language.

“He’s out,” she said finally.

“That’s where he is.”

“That’s how he is.”

She turned back to the pot.

Lyle set the bowl down.

He tried it once more, at the ramp, with a man patching the sleeve of an enormous coat with a needle and a spool of grey thread. The coat was draped across three chairs. One sleeve was blue and did not match. The man had a pincushion strapped to his wrist and a cigarette he was not smoking parked behind his ear.

“Does it hurt him?”

The man tied off a stitch.

“Does what?”

“Any of it. The chains. The grafts. Whatever it is.”

“Couldn’t say.”

“Has anyone asked?”

The man looked at him then. Not unkindly.

“Asked him?”

“Yes.”

“Son,” he said, and went back to the sleeve. “He doesn’t come back with words.”



The blue line was a disappointment.

Lyle had built it up in his head on the walk down. He had expected something — a threshold, a mark, at minimum a difference in temperature. What he found at the end of the maintenance corridor was a steel service door standing open to the rain and a faded stripe of blue paint across the concrete just inside it, chipped, half worn away, the kind of line a city paints to tell a forklift driver where not to go.

Beyond it: an alley.

Ordinary rain falling on ordinary asphalt.

A streetlight at the corner that flickered and held.

He stood on the inside of the line for a long time.

The rules had been explained twice, in the tone people use for allergies. He does not come inside. The water knows you. Stay past the line and you are part of the thing that keeps him alive, and he will not touch you.

Nobody had explained what it meant to be on the other side of it.

Nobody needed to.

“You’ll want to not do that.”

The woman in grey coveralls was leaning against the wall behind him with her arms folded. She had been there long enough to have chosen the spot.

“You’re everywhere,” Lyle said.

“I’m employed.”

“You still owe me a door panel.”

“You still owe the woman in 4B a wall.”

Lyle turned back to the line.

“Somebody’s out there.”

“Several somebodies.”

“So we’re going to sit down here and eat soup.”

“Yes.”

“That’s it.”

“That’s it.”

She pushed off the wall.

“I’ve been where you’re standing,” she said. “About nine years ago. There was a couple in the flat above the laundry on Kerr. I knew their dog’s name. I got as far as the corner.” She rolled the blue thread on her wrist with her thumb. “I want to be clear that I’m not telling you that story so you’ll feel understood. I’m telling you so you know I already tried the thing you’re about to try, and I’m the reason we know it doesn’t work.”

“What happened at the corner?”

“Nothing,” she said. “That’s the whole point of the story. Nothing happened at the corner.”

Lyle stepped over the line.

Behind him, she did not follow.

She also did not shout.

She just stood on her side of a stripe of municipal paint, in a doorway, with her arms folded, and let him go, because the alternative was crossing it herself.



The outer city was empty in a way that had nothing to do with people being indoors.

Lyle had seen the city empty before. Four in the morning, the bad hours after a fight with Margot when he used to drive around burning gas he could not afford. That emptiness had a texture to it. Cars parked badly. A light on in one window. The sense of a place resting.

This was not that.

This was a district that had been given up on, and had learned to prefer it.

He walked north because the teenager had said fourth mark and he had understood roughly one word of that. Shopfronts stood behind roll shutters furred with rust. A dry cleaner had a sun-bleached poster in the window advertising a service in a typeface that had gone out of fashion before Iris was born. Weeds came up through a loading dock in a line so straight it suggested a seam beneath the concrete.

Half the buildings had no glass.

None of them had been demolished.

He could not stop noticing it. In any other part of the city this much vacancy would have grown scaffolding by now. Somebody would have painted a rendering of smiling people on a hoarding. There would be a sign with a phone number.

Here there was nothing. Not even graffiti, past a certain street. As though the people who tagged things had also decided this was somebody else’s.

Lyle stopped in the middle of an intersection and turned all the way around.

Rain came down through four working streetlights and about thirty dead ones.

He understood, standing there, why the hidden city had never been found.

Nobody was looking. The whole district had been quietly written off, and the reason it had been written off was walking around in it once a year with a chainsaw.

He thought: they know that.

Then he thought: of course they know that, and something in his chest went cold in a way the rain had nothing to do with.



He found the first one at eleven minutes past two.

It was a delivery scooter on its side outside a shuttered pharmacy, back wheel still turning, the insulated box still strapped to the rack. The lid had come open. Two containers had spilled and one had not. Steam was coming off the food in the cold.

There was a phone face-down in the water beside it, lit up, buzzing.

Lyle stood over it.

The screen said MUM.

He did not pick it up.

He looked around for the rest of it, for the part of the scene that would make it a scene, and there was nothing. No body. No blood he could identify in that light. Just a scooter, and food going cold, and a phone doing what phones do.

The buzzing stopped.

Then it started again.

Lyle walked away from it faster than he meant to and did not look back, and hated himself for the specific relief of not looking back.

The kid had not lived there. That was what got him later, at four in the morning, when he was finally warm. The kid had been passing through. Had taken a job that sent him into a district nobody else would take, because it paid a bit more, because nobody else would take it, and had never in his life been told there was one night a year.

Nobody had told him because nobody who could tell him would admit to knowing.



He heard it twice.

Both times from a long way off, and both times it stopped before he could fix a direction.

The first was the engine — that cough, then the catch, then a rising note that flattened out and travelled. It came off the buildings from three sides at once. He ran toward what he was certain was the correct street and arrived at a filled-in railway arch and a puddle the length of a bus.

The second time was not the engine.

It was water.

An enormous body of it moving through pipes beneath his feet, going somewhere with intention, and then a bang against metal that he felt in the soles of his shoes before he heard it. It came from a storm grating twelve feet to his left. He got down on his knees in the road and put his face near the slots and shouted into it.

“Elias!”

His voice went down and did not come back.

He shouted again.

“I’m not here to hurt you!”

Nothing.

Rain in his collar. Grit in his palms.

He heard himself say the next part before he had decided to.

“Does it hurt?”

The water below changed pitch.

It might have meant anything. It probably meant a valve had opened four streets away and pressure had done what pressure does. Lyle knelt in the road with his hands flat on a storm grating and waited for an answer from a drain, and understood, distantly, that he had become the kind of person who did that.

Nothing came.

He stayed anyway.



By four he had walked a rough circle three miles across and had crossed his own footprints twice.

He had been in an underpass, two courtyards, a car park with a collapsed roof, and the ground floor of an office building where somebody had left a rota on the wall for a week in a month he could not read.

He had found: the scooter. A front door standing open on a house with nothing in it. A dog barking behind glass, unhurt, furious. Four working streetlights. A smell near the canal he chose not to investigate.

He had not found Elias.

He had not found anyone who had found Elias.

He had not, in three miles, found a single person to warn.

That was the thing he had not budgeted for. He had left the line with his heart going, ready to argue, ready to stand in front of somebody’s door and be enormous about it. He had a speech. He had actually assembled a speech on the walk up the ramp, about how a man is not a season, and he had been looking forward to delivering it.

There was nobody to deliver it to.

The district had been emptied years ago by exactly the thing he had come out to stop, and the last few people in it were a delivery kid and a dog.

He sat down on a bollard outside a shut betting shop.

Water came off the awning behind him in a line.

“Okay,” he said, out loud, to a street.

He had come out here to find a third answer. Not the chains, not the killing. Something else. He had been so sure the third answer existed that he had never once asked what it would look like, and now he was sitting on a post at four in the morning realising he had imagined the whole thing as a conversation.

He had pictured himself finding Elias.

He had pictured himself talking to him.

That was the plan. That had been the entire plan. Locate the enormous grafted man with the industrial saw and have a word.

Lyle put his head in his hands and laughed once, and it came out wrong, and he stopped.



He got back to the alley at ten past five.

The rain had thinned. The blue line was where he had left it. The steel door was shut, and it took him a long moment to find the seam, and he had a bad thirty seconds where he genuinely believed they had sealed it.

Then it opened.

The woman in coveralls stood in it with a mug in one hand.

She looked at him.

She looked past him, at the empty alley, and did the arithmetic in about a second and a half.

“Yeah,” she said.

She stood aside.

Lyle came in over the blue line and stopped just inside it, dripping, and had to put a hand on the wall.

“There was a kid on a scooter.”

“I know.”

“You know.”

“We watched him come in off Fulton at half one. We watched him stop. We watched the box come open.” She drank from the mug. “You want me to say something that makes that all right, I don’t have it. We’ve all got a scooter. Mine’s a couple on Kerr.”

“You could have told him.”

“How.”

It was not a question. She had thought about it for nine years and had arrived somewhere.

“We tell one person, we tell the city. We tell the city, they come with machines. They come with machines, they find the corridor, they find the fountain, and then there are eleven hundred of us out on that side of the line with him.” She turned the mug in her hands. “I’m not saying it’s the right sum. I’m saying it’s the sum. Somebody did it a long time ago and we’ve all been living off the answer.”

Lyle looked down the corridor.

Amber bulbs. Somebody’s washing on a line strung between two pipes. A child’s bicycle on its side. The smell of soup that had been kept warm all night for people who would want it when this was over.

The place was beautiful.

That was the problem. He had wanted very badly for it to be sinister so that he could be sure about it.

“Come on,” the woman said. “Ramp’s in an hour. You’ll want to be standing somewhere useful.”



Iris was awake when he came down.

She was sitting up in the stone room with the blue thread bracelet around her wrist, half finished, the loose ends still hanging.

“Did you find him?”

Lyle sat on the edge of the cot.

His clothes were soaked through and he had not thought about it once in five hours and now could not think about anything else.

“No.”

Iris considered that.

“Is he okay?”

“I don’t know.”

She nodded, and looked at the bracelet, and pulled one end of it tighter.

“Nobody knows that,” she said. “I asked four people.”

Somewhere far above them, water began to move in a new direction, and the pipes along the ceiling started to knock in a rhythm that had nothing to do with Freya.

Three even blows.

Then three more.

The city stood up around them and went to open the door.
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THE RAMP

By the time Lyle came back from the wet district, the fourth mark had already sounded. Water still on his boots. Jacket dark at the shoulders. The city had not rebooted while he was gone; soup still going, chair still waiting, Freya already in the throat of the place.

“You’re late,” Mr. Hallow said.

The chair was still waiting at the bottom of the ramp with the cup beside it. The soup was still going. Nobody had gone to bed.

Freya was there in Martin, standing where the corridor opened into the ramp room, in a coat that was not his. Lyle did not ask when she had come, or who had filled a bowl for her, or how long she had been watching the screens.

Martin’s face was usually mobile, a face that smiled at strangers and argued with prices. Now it was still in a way that looked practiced. She was staring at the ramp’s entrance, a concrete throat sloping down into black water, and her fingers were curled around a ladle she had picked up without noticing.

“Freya,” Lyle said.

She turned. Martin’s eyes focused on him with an effort that showed.

“He’s coming up,” she said.



Lyle looked for the fear.

He found it in a woman standing near the fire exit, holding a sweater closed at her throat with both hands. She was watching the screens with the fixed expression of someone who had seen what came up the ramp before and had not recovered from the specifics. When she noticed Lyle looking, she looked away.

Lyle felt Freya’s hand on his arm. Martin’s fingers were cold through his sleeve — through the cracked leather. She was staring at the screens.

The monster filled them.

He was larger than Lyle had expected, but not in the way of things that grow. He looked like something that had been built from salvage—limbs too long, shoulders hunched beneath a coat repaired so many times it was more thread than wool. The left sleeve was rewoven with blue yarn that didn’t match — the same blue family as Pia’s thread, Iris’s bracelet weather. Someone had done that by hand, carefully, as though the colour were the point.

Where the coat gaped, the seams showed. Not scars in the ordinary sense. Margins. Long clean-edged borders where one kind of tissue had been persuaded to meet another and had never entirely agreed, the older skin gone the grey of a drowned thing and the newer running through it in pale channels that did not match anything else on him.

The left side of his chest moved on a different beat from the right.

And low on that side, tucked under the ruined architecture of him like a good spoon in a drawer of bent ones, was a section of skin so fine and unmarked that Lyle looked away from it before he understood why.

He moved up the ramp on all fours, but there was a deliberation to it that Lyle hadn’t anticipated. Not a charge. A climb. He was breathing hard. His face—what Lyle could see of it beneath the matted hair and the growth that had changed the shape of his jaw—looked tired.

“He’s walking,” the teenager said. “Walking slow.”

“Thank God,” someone whispered. The woman by the fire exit.

But the others nodded with a different kind of relief. Not that he was slow, Lyle realised. That he was walking. That he was coming home in a condition where they could receive him.

The monster reached the top of the ramp.

The chains were waiting. Mr. Hallow and two younger men approached with the oil-dark links looped over their shoulders, and Lyle tensed, ready for violence, for roaring, for the chaos of a thing being subdued.

Instead, the monster stopped.

He looked at the chair. He looked at the cup.

Then he lowered his head, almost—almost—like a bow, and one of the younger men stepped forward and looped the first chain around his neck. The monster did not flinch. The man fastened it with a padlock the size of a fist, and as he did, he said something too quiet for Lyle to hear. But he saw the shape of it on the man’s lips.

Easy, sweetheart.

The second chain went around the monster’s waist. The third, his wrists. Each was applied with the same gentleness, the same efficiency, as though they were dressing him for bed rather than binding him for containment. The monster’s breathing slowed. His eyes—Lyle could see them now, pale and wet and terribly aware—moved across the room and stopped.

On Freya.

Martin’s body went rigid. The ladle in her hand trembled, tapping once, twice against her thigh. Freya’s pattern — two fast, one slow, two fast — but slower. Sadder. Rhythm as grief, not invasion, not attention. Another meaning for the same count.

The monster made a sound. It wasn’t a growl. It was lower than that, almost a hum, resonating in the concrete floor. Freya looked away.

The monster was led past the kitchen. The woman at the stove ladled soup into a bowl and set it on the floor near the chair, just in case. The monster didn’t look at it. He looked at Freya until the chains pulled him around the corner and out of sight.

The room exhaled.

Mr. Hallow coiled the excess chain with practiced loops. The teenager turned off two of the CRTs, leaving the others running for safety. The man in his sixties folded the chair and leaned it against the wall, ready for next year.

Iris took Lyle’s hand. Her palm was warm and dry.

“Dad,” she said.

“What?”

“Why does he come back if he hates it here?”

The room went quiet.

Mr. Hallow stopped coiling. The woman at the stove held her ladle motionless over the pot. The teenager looked at the floor.

Freya—still staring at the empty ramp—spoke in a voice that was barely audible.

“Maybe he doesn’t hate it,” she said.

The woman at the stove flinched. Mr. Hallow’s shoulders curled up around his ears.

Lyle looked at the chair against the wall. The cup on the table. The coat with its mismatched blue sleeve.

He looked at Freya, who was crying inside Martin’s body, using Martin’s tears because she had forgotten to stop them.

“Let’s go,” Lyle said.

But he didn’t move. He was looking at the ramp, at the dark water at its base, at the place where the monster had climbed from. Iris tugged his hand. “Dad.”

“I heard you.”

“You didn’t answer.”

Lyle looked down at his daughter. She was watching him with the same precision she had used on the fake exorcism, seeing the thing he was not saying.

“Because,” Lyle said slowly, “sometimes people come back to places that know how to hold them.”

Freya turned. Martin’s face was wet, but her eyes were Freya’s, and they held something that looked almost like envy.

“That’s not an answer,” Iris said.

“No,” Lyle agreed. “It isn’t.”

He led her out, past the kitchen where the soup was cooling in the pot, past the chair that had never been sat in, past the chains that had been oiled with love. Freya followed, her footsteps too light, as though the body she wore were already trying to float away from what she had seen.

Behind them, the CRTs flickered in the dark, watching an empty ramp, waiting for next year.
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THAT’S WHAT SHE DOES

They talked about it for three days afterward, and none of them could stop. Digestion weather: soup rooms, stairs, folding table, the same forty seconds turned over like a coin that might still land either way.

That was what the city did in the week after. Lyle understood it eventually as a kind of digestion — eleven hundred people going over the same forty seconds from every angle, in kitchens, on the stairs, at the folding table, because forty seconds was all any of them ever got.

The forty seconds under discussion were these.

Elias had come up the ramp. He had stopped at the top, where the light changed. And before Mr. Hallow got the first run on him — before anyone touched him — he had reached up with his left hand and pressed two fingers against the seam at the base of his own throat, and held them there, and then taken them away.

“He checked himself,” said Vi.

“He always does that.”

“He does not always do that. He did that in — Ruth, when did he last do that.”

“Ninety-eight.”

“He did it in ninety-eight and he did it this year and that’s it.”

Gil, from the doorway: “It’s a pump check.”

“It’s a what?”

“Pressure, pulse, flow.” He shrugged. “It’s what you do on a line you’re not sure about. Osman does it. My mum did it.” He looked at the floor. “He was an engineer.”

The kitchen went quiet in a way that was not sad, exactly. It was the quiet of people who have been handed something they have wanted for a very long time and are afraid of dropping it.

“That’s him,” Vi said. “That’s him in there. That’s a man checking his own line.”

Ruth put her hand over her mouth.

Somebody at the back said, “Twenty-six years,” and somebody else told them to shut up, kindly.

Lyle stood at the edge of it with a mug he had not drunk from — mug as document, still, from the day they handed him one — and felt the room lift, and let it lift him, because he had been down here four days and had watched them oil a chain with love and had wanted very badly for there to be someone inside it.

Iris was under the table with Pia and a shoebox of thread.

She said, without coming out:

“No.”

Nobody heard her.

She said it again, louder, in the flat voice.

“No. That’s what she does.”



The kitchen turned around.

Iris came out from under the table because there was no version of this where she got to stay under it, and stood with a half-made bracelet in one fist, and looked at eleven adults who were all considerably more upset than she was.

“What did you say, love?” said Vi.

“That’s not him. That’s what she does.”

“Who’s she?”

“Freya.”

Lyle put the mug down.

“Iris—”

“She does it on her chest.” Iris put two fingers flat against her own collarbone, high up, at the throat. “Here. She does it when she’s checking if the person’s going to be sick, or if the throat’s going to work, because sometimes it doesn’t work and she has to know before she talks.” She dropped her hand. “She did it in Cora. She did it in Martin twice. She did it in the man with the beard at Donna’s.”

The room did not say anything.

“She does it before she talks,” Iris said. “Every time. She did it in Mom.”

October in the room. The wine, the dress, the shoulder. Iris’s inspection equipment deployed on a monster and finding Freya’s operating system. No charm left in the noticing.



Lyle got her out into the corridor.

He crouched down, leather cuff cracking at the fold, which was becoming a posture he associated with the worst information of his life.

“Iris. Listen to me. That’s a — he was an engineer, sweetheart. Gil says it’s a thing engineers do. It’s a thing he’d have done before—”

“I know what Gil says.”

“So it could be—”

“It could be both,” Iris said. “I know it could be both. That’s what I said.”

“That’s not what you said.”

“It’s what I meant.” She was getting cross now, in the specific way she got cross when adults made her do the sentence again. “I said that’s what she does. I didn’t say it’s only what she does. But they all went — ” she made a gesture that took in the kitchen, the lifting, the twenty-six years — “and nobody said the other one.”

Lyle sat down on the corridor floor.

After a moment Iris sat down too, which she only did when she had decided he was going to be there a while.

“They want it to be him,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“So they only did one of the answers.”

“Yeah.”

Iris pulled at the bracelet.

“Do you want it to be him?”

Lyle thought about lying and found he had run out of the equipment.

“Very much,” he said.

“That’s what I thought.” She turned the thread over. “That’s why I said it under the table first.”



He did not tell the kitchen.

He would think about that afterward, at intervals, for years. It would have taken eleven seconds and he had the words and he stood in the doorway with the mug and watched Vi tell Osman about the pump check with her hand on his arm, and Osman’s face doing what it did, and he went and sat down instead.

He told himself they had earned it.

He told himself the difference between he’s in there and we don’t know was a difference that made no practical alteration to anything anybody was going to do on Tuesday.

And under both of those, unexamined, in the place where he kept the address:

if the gesture was Freya’s, then the tissue was doing it.

And if the tissue was doing it, then there was no reason at all to believe the tissue could not do the rest.



He worked it into a question over the following two days, which was not a thing he was good at, and which took him two days.

It came out, finally, in the form he could not put down:

Is there anybody left inside Elias — and if there isn’t, what does that make the thing Freya wants?

Because she had told him what she wanted. She had been telling him for eight months, in car parks and kitchens and other people’s mouths. She wanted to stay. She wanted a body that did not have a timer on it and did not have to be asked and did not have somebody else lying underneath it, and every single arrangement she had ever proposed for getting one had a person in it.

Cora. Martin. Desmond. Him.

And Elias, who had been the first, and who was the only completed experiment in the world.

If Elias was still in there, then it could be done. A body could hold two, and Freya could stop borrowing, and there was a version of the next forty years in which nobody had to be emptied out to make room for her.

If Elias was gone, then the only method that had ever worked was murder with an extremely long fuse, and the woman Lyle loved was going to keep asking people for permission to perform it.

He needed somebody who had been there.

The writer had been there. The writer had written it down.

He did not tell Freya any of this. He told her he wanted to see the district, and she said the district was wet and unpleasant and full of nothing, and he said he knew, and she came anyway.

He noticed, on the way down, that she had not asked him why.




PART VI
THE WRITER
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THE WRITER

The water in the wet district didn’t move like water anywhere else in the city.

It hung.

It waited to be disturbed, then took its time deciding whether to bother. After the ramp — after Iris said that’s what she does and the room’s lift failed — this water was not tea-dark convenience. It was infrastructure that had learned to hold a grudge.

Lyle carried the torch low, the way she’d told him to, so it wouldn’t throw their shadows high across the walls where anything watching might measure them. Jacket open. Cuff wet. No noir left in it.

“Writers love mildew,” Freya said through the mouth of the host she was wearing tonight, which was Desmond, who had done nine of these now and had agreed to this one for four hundred and a written note that it was outside the usual terms. “It’s very atmospheric. Very my sadness has a texture now.”

Desmond’s left thumb cracked.

She caught the hand with the other one and held it still, which had never once worked and did not work now; it went again nine seconds later, in the dark, under the dome, while she was mid-sentence.

“I hate this body,” Freya said, with something in it that was almost fondness.

He looked over.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“You keep doing that.”

“Having hands?”

“Making jokes like you’re trying to get somewhere before the room does.”

She didn’t answer.

Desmond’s mouth tightened briefly in a way Desmond’s mouth had never learned to do on its own.

Then his throat worked around a swallow she hadn’t chosen.

“You okay?” he asked.

“I’m delightful.”

“I asked Desmond.”

A pause.

“He’s being paid.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

“It was the answer.”

They kept walking.

The manuscript was everywhere before it was anywhere.

Pages had been nailed flat across three hollow-core doors laid end to end as a bridge over standing water — his door’s cousins, copper edges dull under mold. Damp had gotten beneath the varnish and softened the ink into blue-black veins. Some sheets had swollen. Others had split where the nails held them too tightly.

He crouched over one page.

A paragraph had been crossed out so violently the pen tore through the paper and scarred the door beneath it.

He was, it said.

Then nothing.

Then, in smaller writing forced into the margin as though the thought had arrived late and demanded room:

someone.

He thought of sixty to fifty, of Nobody is furniture underlined once, of a letter that said incident. Paper always trying to hold a person and failing.

“She really didn’t like finishing sentences,” he said.

“No,” she answered, too quietly for the joke they had been having. “She didn’t.”

A thin sound slipped from Desmond’s throat.

Not a word. More like the beginning of one.

She cleared it away.

The third door dipped beneath his foot.

Her hand shot out and caught his sleeve before the surface cracked further.

“I told you not to step there.”

“You said the third one didn’t hold weight.”

“It doesn’t.”

“You said you were guessing.”

“I guessed correctly.”

“You’ve guessed correctly for two hours.”

She released him.

Desmond’s fingers remained hooked in his sleeve a fraction longer than she seemed to intend. Then they opened.

They found the fountain last, because the fountain didn’t want to be found first.

It occupied the centre of a flooded room with a domed ceiling that had once been somebody’s idea of beautiful. Green copper had gone black. Water sheeted down carved stone in a looping pattern that looked, from the wrong angle, almost like circulation.

Almost like something with a pulse that had forgotten how to stop.

The body was folded into the base of it.

Not laid out.

Not buried.

Integrated.

A root system had grown through the ribs and disappeared into the masonry behind them. The remains wore a dress gone the colour of everything else in the district. One hand trailed in the water, fingers curled slightly inward, and the current bent around them as though it remembered the shape.

He stopped breathing for a moment.

“Who is that?”

She said nothing.

He moved closer, careful of the water.

“Is that the writer?”

Still nothing.

He turned.

Desmond’s face had gone somewhere he didn’t recognize. Not fear exactly. Something closer to the expression people wore outside houses they had once lived in, when another family’s curtains were visible through the windows.

“We should go,” she said.

The words came too fast and too flat.

“We just found her.”

“We found a body.”

“You led me here.”

“I led you to a fountain.”

“You told me which doors wouldn’t hold my weight.”

“I have excellent instincts.”

“You knew where the stairs ended before we found them.”

“The architecture repeats.”

“You told me not to touch the blue tile because it cuts deeper than glass.”

“It does.”

“You knew there was a blue tile.”

Desmond’s shoulders rose around his ears.

A defensive movement, but too small and inward for the man whose body she was using.

She looked toward the exit.

He looked at the corpse.

“I need you to go inside her.”

“No.”

No thought before it.

No joke.

No hesitation.

He turned slowly.

“Why not?”

“That body’s been submerged.”

She spoke briskly now, borrowing the authority of someone reading from a source.

“Water breaks down connective tissue. It won’t hold a presence. The structure is compromised.”

“You can tell that from here?”

“The chest will be open.”

His eyes moved to the body.

Most of the torso remained obscured by vines, dress, and shadow.

She kept talking.

“The left side first. The sternum would separate under pressure, then the ribs. There won’t be enough resistance to keep me gathered. I’d disperse. You’d be standing here with Desmond and two bodies and no useful answers.”

Her breath had shortened.

Or Desmond’s had.

“The left side,” he repeated.

She stopped.

“You said the left side.”

“I said probably.”

“No. You didn’t.”

Desmond’s right hand lifted.

Slowly.

Carefully.

It reached toward the corpse.

Not for the face.

Not in fear.

The hand straightened the ruined collar of the dress. Tucked a strip of hair away from the throat. Then two fingers moved to the wrist and pressed lightly against the pale indentation where a ring had once rested.

She caught herself.

The hand jerked back.

Desmond made a soft sound behind her teeth.

“That wasn’t him,” Lyle said.

She rubbed the borrowed fingers against Desmond’s trousers as though wiping something from them.

“Bodies imitate.”

“No.”

“They do. Muscle memory. Suggestion.”

“You’ve never touched her before.”

She looked at him.

Desmond’s eyes flickered.

For one second, the fear inside them belonged entirely to Desmond.

Then she covered him again.

“The body won’t take me,” she said.

The clinical language was beginning to fray.

“The chest is open. The graft sites won’t hold. The water got under the dress. There’s damage along the shoulder and the lower abdomen and the right hand is missing two nails and there’s no support beneath the…”

She stopped.

The fountain continued running.

He stared at her.

“You haven’t uncovered any of that.”

She said nothing.

“You haven’t looked.”

Nothing.

“What graft sites?”

Desmond’s jaw pulled sharply to one side.

She reached up to hold it in place.

His other hand struck the fountain rim.

“Stop,” she whispered.

The word seemed aimed inward.

Desmond’s knees bent.

He caught himself, then failed to.

She forced him upright.

His face contorted around an expression she couldn’t smooth away.

“I can feel him,” she said, to nobody in the room.

Desmond’s voice pushed through beneath hers.

“Something’s wrong.”

His own voice was thinner than expected. Frightened. Breathless.

“She’s slipping.”

He rushed forward and caught Desmond beneath the arms.

The host’s skin felt feverish through his shirt.

“Come back to me,” he said to her. “Use me.”

Desmond’s eyes found his.

Two people appeared to be looking through them.

“Take me instead.”

Her attention fixed on him.

For one dangerous second, he felt the decision arrive.

Desmond’s hand lifted toward his face.

The fingers opened.

He did not move away.

Then her gaze shifted past him.

To the fountain.

To the body folded into its foundations.

Her hand stopped inches from his cheek.

Desmond gasped.

She looked back at him once.

He could see the temptation there, and the shame of it, and something even worse: relief that he had offered.

Then she turned Desmond’s head toward the corpse.

“No,” she said.

This time the word was for herself.

Desmond collapsed.

Lyle lowered him onto the wet stone. The host curled immediately onto his side, coughing, both hands clutching his own chest as though checking whether it still belonged to him.

For the first time all night, Desmond was alone inside his skin.

The corpse’s hand closed beneath the water.

No lightning.

No rising wind.

No voice from the pipes.

Just a hand closing the way a hand closes when someone decides to hold onto something.

The dead fingers tightened around nothing.

The wrist turned.

The head lifted several inches and fell sideways before the neck found a way to support it.

Water came out of her when she moved. Not from the mouth. From everywhere — the sleeve, the hem, the collar, places that were not openings — running out of the dress in thin unhurried streams and going back down into the basin it had come from.

And the smell arrived, which it had not done while she was lying still.

It was not rot. Rot would have meant something in her had been allowed to finish. This was mineral and green and very cold: the inside of a pipe, standing water in a stone room, the smell of a thing that had been kept.

Her eyes opened.

They did not find him.

They found the ceiling first.

The blackened copper dome.

The water crawling down the stone.

The angle of the room.

Her gaze moved slowly, taking inventory.

The ruined hand left the water and touched the ribs, then the hollow beneath the breastbone. Fingers paused at one of the missing sections as though discovering a door where a wall used to be.

Her mouth opened.

No sound came.

She adjusted her jaw with both hands.

The movement was practiced.

Lyle had watched her do it in Harold, and in Jared, and in Cora at a folding table in a restaurant basement, and once in the front seat of a car with the window down.

Her tongue worked behind teeth that had shifted in death.

She took a breath her lungs could not properly hold.

The first noise was wet and mechanical.

The second almost became a word.

Then her eyes found the hand.

The bare ring finger.

“They moved my rings.”

The sentence emerged in fragments, dragged through a throat that resisted every syllable.

But the cadence beneath the damage was hers.

The same irritation.

The same small fury reserved for violations other people would call insignificant.

He knew her before he allowed himself to know.

His body moved toward her first.

One foot splashed into the fountain water. His hand lifted as though to touch her face.

Then he stopped.

The movement broke in the middle.

Recognition pulled him forward.

Everything else drove him back.

He looked toward Desmond, shaking and soaked beside the fountain.

Back to the corpse.

He remembered every joke she had made on the walk down.

Every moment she had pretended to speculate.

Every correction.

Every turn chosen before the corridor appeared.

His raised hand curled shut.

“You knew.”

The corpse watched him.

“You brought me here.”

Her head tilted.

A familiar gesture performed by anatomy that could no longer make it graceful.

“You let me look for you.”

Her eyes lowered, and stayed down.

His torch lay beneath the water near the fountain’s edge, still burning weakly. He reached down and pulled it free.

The beam shook across her dress.

Across vines.

Across the torso.

The damage was not all decay.

There were old margins in the body.

Clean decisions softened by time.

Sections removed in deliberate shapes.

A wide absence along the left side. Smaller omissions near the shoulder, abdomen, and thigh. Old cuts that had healed before death, unlike everything the water had done afterward.

He followed one with the light.

The corpse flinched.

Not from pain.

From being seen.

Behind her, half hidden beneath hanging vines, a hollow-core door had been fixed horizontally against the wall. Something had been scratched into its surface.

The torch passed over it.

A human outline.

Front and back.

Small numbered sections marked along the body.

Several corresponded to the absences in front of him.

And in the margin, drawn twice.

Once at the top, small and exact, beside a column of numbered runs — a two-pronged instrument with a threaded stem, in the flat hand of a man drawing a part he had machined himself. Under it, in the same hand: G7 IDX.

Once at the bottom, larger, laid lengthwise across a diagram of a throat. Different pen. Different hand entirely, faster, with the pressure of somebody working out an approach rather than recording a design.

Under that one it said: entry, second attempt.

Lyle put his own hand into his coat pocket, where the thing had been sitting in a dish towel for eight months, and did not take it out.

He saw it.

He did not understand it yet.

His gaze returned to her.

The woman he loved was occupying the corpse of the woman he had come to investigate.

The distinction collapsed so completely he felt stupid for ever believing there had been two of them.

“He made this.” Lyle’s voice had gone somewhere strange. “It’s got his numbering on it.”

“Seventh gate,” she said. “It indexed the seventh gate.”

“And you used it for—”

He stopped, because the second drawing was eighteen inches from his face and answered the question.

“Say it anyway,” Freya said.

“It’s the reason he could talk afterwards.”

“Yes.”

“And he’d already said no.”

Water came off the dome somewhere behind them and hit the standing water and kept going.

“Yes,” she said.

“You’re the writer.”

She looked down at her ruined hands.

At the wrist where the rings had been.

At the missing parts she had not yet explained.

“I was.”

He recoiled at the tense more than the body.

His heel struck the edge of one of the hollow-core doors. It boomed beneath him, an empty sound pretending to be solid.

She reached toward him.

The arm moved badly.

He nearly reached back.

Even now, after the lies had acquired a face, his body still recognized the beginning of her gesture.

He hated the relief that came with finally seeing her.

He hated that the relief survived everything else.

Her hand fell before it reached him.

Water escaped the corner of her mouth and traveled down her cheek in the path a tear might have taken.

“I was hoping,” she said, “you’d meet me first.”
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Lyle turned toward the corridor.

After Iris’s equipment had named Freya in Elias’s gesture — after the hollow-core manuscript bridge — the fountain’s loop was no longer wonder. Mechanical circulation. Care as plumbing. Bodies as route. The water kept its loop. Behind him, he heard her shift against the stone.

“Don’t,” she said.

The word came out thick, as if her tongue were still learning the shape of a mouth that had been dead. He didn’t stop.

He made it three steps before the splash.

Not a fall exactly. A failure of architecture. The corpse’s knee buckled in a direction knees don’t bend, and the body went down hard against the shallow water at the fountain’s edge. The sound was wrong—too hollow, too much like something dropped rather than someone falling.

He stopped.

He told himself to keep walking.

Then he was beside her, his hands under her arms, lifting. The dress was wet and cold and heavier than fabric should be. He felt the give of the left side where the ribs were compromised, the way his fingers sank into an absence that had been carved out long before the water got in.

She tried to help and only made it worse. Her hands clawed at his shoulders with the coordination of a puppet operated by someone reading instructions from a great distance.

“I don’t need—” she started.

“Stop talking.”

He got her upright. The body swayed. Jacket wet at the chest where he had braced her. Cracked cuff black with fountain water. No noir. Just load-bearing.

“You said it couldn’t hold you.”

“It can’t.”

“You’re in it.”

“I’m not in it.” She reset the jaw with both hands. “A living body holds me. It has tension. It pushes back. This one has nothing to hold with — I’d go through it like water through a sieve.”

“Then what is this.”

“The fountain.” She looked back down the corridor, at the black doorway they had come out of. “The water’s been running through her for twenty-six years. It knows the shape. It’s holding her up, and it’s holding me in her, and it is doing both at a distance it was never built for.”

“How far does it reach?”

“I don’t know. Nobody has ever done this.” Something in the ruined face was almost amused. “I am, at present, plumbing. Do you know how humiliating that is.”

He knew. The city ran on that humiliation — kindness with a shadow, holding bodies up so the system could keep using them.

Whatever the fountain was lending her, it was being withdrawn on a schedule neither of them controlled. He kept one hand at her back, not touching her so much as propping her, the way you might steady a door before deciding whether to walk through it or close it.

Her head lolled forward, then jerked up with a visible effort of will. “You were leaving,” she said.

“Yes.”

“I can’t walk out of here alone.”

“I know.”

He said it flatly, without cruelty, which made it crueler. He began moving toward the archway, keeping his pace slow enough that she could follow if she chose to, fast enough that she would have to work for it.

She followed.

The first dozen steps were a negotiation between will and decay. Her left foot dragged. Her right shoulder dipped to compensate, then failed. She caught herself against a wall and left a wet print that looked less like a hand and more like a stain.

“Were you married to him?”

She did not answer for four steps.

“No.”

“There were two heights marked on a doorframe back there.”

“That was his sister. She was nine and I was eleven and neither of us has been that height in a very long time.” The bad foot dragged. “He wasn’t my husband, Lyle. He was the first person who believed me when I said I could save him.”

Lyle waited.

“And the last person who believed I would stop.”

They went about twenty feet without either of them saying anything.

“The woman you knew,” she said, breathing in shallow bursts her lungs couldn’t hold properly, “didn’t lie to you.”

He didn’t look back.

“She knew where the body was.”

Silence behind him. Then the wet slap of her foot against stone, continuing.

“That isn’t the same thing.”

“It is exactly the same thing.”

He reached the stairs. The architecture repeated, she had said earlier, and now he saw how: the same blue tile, the same hollow-core doors laid across standing water, the same mildew blooming in patterns that looked almost deliberate. He waited at the first step until she caught up, then offered his arm without looking at her.

She took it.

Her grip was wrong. Too tight in some places, too loose in others, as though she were operating the hand by remote and the signal kept cutting out.

“She made the jokes,” she said. “She corrected your footing. She was the one who—”

“Stop.”

He halted on the second door-bridge. The water beneath them was black and still.

“You’re doing it again. Dividing yourself into before and after. The woman I knew and the writer who did… whatever this is.” He gestured at the corridor, at the doors, at her body without looking at it. “But it’s the same voice. The same irritation when I step somewhere you told me not to. The same—” He caught himself. His hand was shaking. “You stood beside me and listened to me miss you.”

She stopped.

The corpse’s chest rose and fell in a rhythm that served no physiological purpose. Water escaped the corner of her mouth and traveled down her cheek.

“I was still me,” she said quietly.

“That’s worse.”

“I was hoping—”

“I don’t care what you were hoping.”

But he did. That was the problem. He cared so much that his caring felt like another room she had led him into, one with no exit.

They crossed the second door. Her weight against his arm increased. The graft scars—he could feel them now, even through the dress, ridges of old tissue beneath his palm where something had been removed and something else had been put in its place. He didn’t ask. He refused to ask.

At the third door, she stumbled again.

This time he was ready. He caught her around the waist and felt the absence in her left side press against his forearm, the hollow where a rib should have been, the space that felt designed rather than damaged. A door where a wall used to be. He remembered the diagram scratched into the wood behind the fountain.

She felt him feel it.

Her hand moved to cover the spot, but he was already withdrawing, already resetting his grip higher, on her shoulder, where the bone was intact.

“You don’t have to help me,” she said.

“Yes, I do.”

“Because you forgive me?”

“Because if I leave you here, you’ll turn it into another story. Another manuscript. You’ll write yourself as the abandoned woman in the wet district, and you’ll believe it by morning.”

Her ruined hand found his sleeve. The fingers that were missing two nails hooked into the fabric with a desperation that felt familiar.

“I wouldn’t write that,” she said.

“You write everything.”

They reached the surface. The air was colder above, or maybe he was just noticing the difference. The street was empty, the wet district’s peculiar silence intact. He looked for a cab, a light, anything normal, and found nothing.

She stood beside him, swaying slightly, her hand still in his sleeve.

“I was trying to survive,” she said.

“So was I.”

“Not the same way.”

“No,” he agreed. “Not the same way.”

He began walking again, toward the edge of the district where the streetlights worked and the water moved like water should. She kept pace, barely, her breath coming in wet mechanical sounds that were not quite human.

He didn’t let go of her.

He didn’t forgive her.

He just kept moving, one foot in front of the other, pulling her along with him.
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They did not make it out.

Fifty yards short of the district’s edge, where the streetlights started working and the water began behaving like water — ordinary path promised and withheld — the left knee went again and did not come back.

Lyle felt it happen through his arm. Not a stumble. A structural decision.

“Okay,” he said. “Okay.”

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what.”

“Say okay twice. You do that when you’re about to be practical at me.”

He got her against a wall.

The rain had stopped an hour ago and the wet district had not noticed. Water still came off every ledge in the same unhurried way, as though the weather here was a habit rather than an event. Household routine of catastrophe. Kettle logic.

Freya stood propped on the brick with her head at an angle her neck had chosen rather than she had, and looked down at the leg.

“Well,” she said. “That’s humiliating.”

“It’s a knee.”

“It’s my knee, and it’s gone in a direction I specifically remember it not going.”

She tried to laugh.

The sound came out wet and stopped halfway, and she had to reach up and put her jaw back where it belonged with both hands, and the click of it was very loud in the empty street.

Lyle looked away while she did it.

He hated that he looked away. He had made a whole personality out of not looking away.

“There’s a room,” she said.

“We’re forty yards from a bus route.”

“There’s a room, Lyle.”

“You need a hospital.”

She turned her head to look at him, and the ruined mechanism of it took long enough that the look arrived like a punchline.

“Do I.”



The room was up two flights of iron stairs above the flood line, behind a door that had been a fire door once and had been taken off its hinges and put back on the other way round so it opened outward.

He had to carry her.

She weighed almost nothing and it was the worst thing he had ever lifted. Things shifted inside her that should have been anchored. His forearm found the absence in her left side and stayed there because there was nowhere else to put it, and she felt him find it, and neither of them said anything about it for the entire flight.

At the top she said, “Left,” and then, “no, my left,” and then, quietly, “sorry.”

He put his shoulder to the door.

Inside was a small dry room with a desk.

That was all. A desk under a boarded window, a chair with a cracked seat, a mattress on a frame with the ticking gone grey, a paraffin lamp with an inch of fuel, and every vertical surface covered in doors.

Not doorways. Doors. Taken off other rooms and stood against the walls like paintings, and written on — the manuscript bridge’s private library. Numbers, arrows, outlines. A woman’s body drawn front and back, sectioned, annotated in a hand that got smaller as it went down the page and angrier as it went along.

Lyle lit the lamp because his hands wanted something to do. Mineral stain under the nails. The jacket steaming faintly in the paraffin heat.

Then he stood in the middle of her room holding a match that had gone out, looking at a wall of diagrams of the body currently sitting on the mattress behind him.

“You wrote here.”

“I wrote everywhere. I lived here.” A pause. “Badly. There’s a jar under the desk you should not open.”

He didn’t turn around.

“How long.”

“Four years. Give or take. I was very productive and extremely unwell.” Fabric moved. “Lyle.”

“What.”

“Turn around.”

“In a minute.”

“That’s the second-worst thing you’ve ever said to me.”

He turned around.



She had got herself sitting up against the wall with her legs out in front of her, the bad one arranged by hand into an approximation of the good one, and she was looking at her own arms in the lamplight with an expression he had never seen on any face she had ever borrowed.

Wonder was the wrong word. It was closer to a woman finding her own coat in a lost property office after a year.

“Oh,” she said.

She turned one hand over.

“Oh.”

“Freya—”

“Shut up. Shut up, I’m doing something.”

She touched her own face.

Both hands, flat, the way you check whether you have a fever, and then slower, finding the shape of the cheekbone under the pad of the thumb, and then the jaw, and then the small hard ridge at the temple that she had apparently been looking for, because when she found it she made a sound.

“I have a scar,” she said. “I have this scar. I fell off a wall when I was nine and I have this — it’s still — ” She pressed it. “It’s still here. It’s still here.”

“It’s still there.”

“You don’t understand what I’m telling you.”

“I know.”

“Two hundred and eleven bodies, Lyle.” Her fingers went along the eyebrow, into the hair, and stopped where the hair had gone wrong. “Two hundred and eleven and not one of them had this.”

Her hands kept going.

He watched her take inventory of herself and understood, slowly, that she was not examining a corpse. She was going through the pockets of something she had been told was lost.

The throat. The notch at the base of it.

The collarbone, and a small satisfied noise at the collarbone.

The long incision down the sternum, which she followed with two fingers like a woman reading a receipt she intended to dispute.

“I did a terrible job.”

“You—”

“No, look at it. Look at the closure.” She pulled the edge of the dress back to show him and he wished very much that she hadn’t. “That is the work of a woman doing her own chest at four in the morning with one lung already gone.”

“Freya.”

“I’m allowed to be a critic. It’s my bastard sternum.”

She got the dress open at the front.

Lyle turned his head before he had decided to.

“Oh, now you’re shy.”

“I’m being—”

“You have caught me in Cora’s body four times and carried me twice, and you’re going to be a gentleman about my tits.”

“That’s not—”

“Look at them.”

“Freya.”

“Look at them, because I want to say something rude about them and I need a witness.”

He looked.

She looked down at herself at the same time, and whatever she had been about to say did not arrive.

The water had been in her for a long time. The left side was mostly the wide clean-edged absence he had followed with the torch an hour ago, and the skin over what remained had gone the colour of the inside of a shell. There was a delicacy to it that was worse than damage. She had been a woman who was fond of her own body — he could hear it in every joke she had ever made — and the thing she was sitting in had been beautiful and had been taken apart deliberately, in numbered sections, by her.

She put one hand flat over the absence.

“I was going to say they used to be better,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“That was the joke. That was the whole joke, and now I’ve ruined it by looking.”

She left the hand there.

“That’s me,” she said.

Not to him.



“Come here.”

“Freya.”

“Come here.”

He came and sat on the edge of the mattress, and the frame took his weight with a complaint, and for a moment they were two people sitting on a bed in a small room with a lamp, and it was almost survivable.

She put her hand on his knee.

The fingers were cold and slightly wrong and two of them had no nails. She tapped them once against his knee — two fast, one slow, two fast — which she had done to him through six different sets of hands and had never once had to explain.

“You told me,” she said.

“Don’t.”

“You told me it wasn’t the face. You told me in the car outside Donna’s with a bag of frozen peas on your eye. You said, it’s not the face, it’s the thing behind the face.”

“I know what I said.”

“I have thought about that sentence more than you have thought about anything in your life.”

“That’s probably true.”

“Don’t be charming, I’m negotiating.”

She moved her hand up his thigh.

He did not move.

That was the first failure, and both of them clocked it, and neither of them said so.

“I have been in twelve bodies you found attractive,” Freya said. Her voice had dropped into the register she used for the good jokes and the bad news. “I have been in a man you found so attractive it made you rude for a week. I have been in the woman you married. And in every single one of them, you touched me like you meant it.”

“That’s different.”

“Say why.”

“You know why.”

“I want to hear you build the sentence.”

He didn’t.

She waited.

She was very good at waiting. She had been waiting for years in a fountain.

“I want you to touch me,” she said. “In mine. Once.”

“Freya—”

“Once, and then I’ll never ask again, and I mean that, which should frighten you.”



He tried.

He wants it recorded, in whatever place these things are recorded, that he tried.

He put his hand on her face first, because that was the part of her he had wanted to hold for eight months and had never once been able to. The skin gave under his palm in a way skin does not. It was cool, and slightly slack, and there was a give at the cheek that told him something under it was no longer attached.

He kept his hand there.

“There you are,” she said.

Her eyes closed.

That nearly did it. That nearly carried him the whole way, because the way she said it was so exactly, so unbearably her — the drop on the second word, the small victory in it — that for four or five seconds Lyle was not in a room with a corpse. He was in a kitchen at two in the afternoon being told he had made the coffee wrong.

He leaned in and kissed her.

Her mouth was cold and did not close properly on one side and tasted of the fountain, of copper and stone and old still water, and something moved under his lip that should not have moved.

He kept going.

He got his hand into her hair and her hair came away.

Not all of it. A handful, from behind the ear, with a small sound like a seam.

Lyle made a noise into her mouth.

She heard it.

Of course she heard it. She was two inches away and she had spent her entire existence, living and dead, reading the exact moment a person decided something about her.

“Keep going,” she said.

“I’m going to.”

“You’re allowed to—”

“I’m going to.”

He put his hand on her chest.

And his body — his stupid, loyal, honest body, which had followed him through eight months of this without once filing a complaint — went cold from the sternum outward, and his stomach came up.

He got about a yard.

He was sick into the corner of her room, on his knees, with one hand flat on the boards, and it went on longer than he wanted, and the whole time the only sound behind him was the very slight rasp of a woman who could not breathe properly trying to be quiet about it.



When he was done he stayed there.

The floor was cold. The lamp had started to gutter.

“Well,” Freya said, “that’s the nicest thing anyone’s done for me in a decade.”

“Don’t.”

“No, genuinely. Most men wait until they get home.”

“Freya, don’t.”

“What would you like me to do instead?”

He turned around and sat with his back against the wall.

She had closed the dress. That was the thing that got him, later, at four in the morning and at intervals for the rest of his life — that while he was being sick in the corner she had used the time to do up the front of her dress.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“I know.”

“That wasn’t about—”

“I know what it was about.” She was looking at the ceiling. “It was about your body telling the truth faster than you could get to it.”

“That’s not the truth.”

“It’s a truth. It’s the one with a stomach.”

He wiped his mouth with the back of his wrist.

“It’s still me,” she said.

“I know it is.”

“Do you.”

“Yes.”

“Then what was that.”

“I thought—” He stopped and made himself say it properly, because she was owed at least the effort. “I thought it would be different if you were in there. I thought if it was actually you, then the rest of it wouldn’t — I thought that would be the part that mattered.”

“I am in here.”

“I know.”

“So the theory was wrong.”

“The theory was wrong.”

She laughed. It was a bad sound and she let it be a bad sound.

“Eight months of it’s not the face,” she said. “Eight months. And it turns out what you meant was: it’s not the face as long as the face is warm.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Isn’t it? You touched every body I stole.” She turned her head toward him. “Every one. Some of them I hadn’t even asked properly. You touched Cora when Cora had said one hour and we were at ninety minutes and you knew, and you touched her anyway, and you can’t touch mine.”

“They were alive.”

She did not answer for long enough that he could hear the lamp.

“So that’s what you loved,” she said.

He opened his mouth.

There was nothing in it.

Because she was not entirely right — he knew she was not entirely right, he could feel the shape of the counter-argument sitting somewhere behind his teeth, something about how a living body isn’t a preference, it’s a precondition, the way air is —

— and she was not entirely wrong either, because he had in fact spent eight months being extremely relaxed about whose skin he had his hands on, and had discovered his principles at precisely the moment the skin stopped being someone else’s.

“I don’t know how to answer that,” he said.

“That’s the most honest thing you’ve managed all night.”



“Tell me I’m beautiful.”

“Freya.”

“You don’t have to mean it. I want to hear you do it. I want to hear what it sounds like when you try.”

“That’s a horrible thing to ask me.”

“Yes,” she agreed. “It’s been a horrible night. I’m having a horrible time. Do it.”

He looked at her.

He looked at her for long enough that it stopped being an attempt and started being a study — the collapsed left side, the hair gone from behind one ear, the jaw sitting a half-degree off true, the hand with two nails missing lying palm-up on the mattress the way it had lain palm-up in the fountain, the water still coming out of the corner of her mouth in a slow line down her cheek where a tear would have gone if she had any left to make.

“You’re beautiful,” he said.

It came out flat as a receipt.

They both heard it.

“Ah,” Freya said.

“Let me—”

“No, no. Don’t do the second take. The second take would be so much worse.”

She looked away.

And then she tried to cry.

He watched her try. He watched her face do the whole thing, the entire familiar sequence he had seen on six other women’s faces when she was inside them: the tightening at the bridge of the nose, the eyes going hot and quick, the small furious jerk of the chin she did when she had decided not to let it happen and was losing.

Everything worked except the part that produced tears.

The muscle around her left eye pulled, and kept pulling, and something in the tissue there gave with a sound so small he only knew it had happened because she stopped.

She put two fingers up and touched the place.

Looked at them.

“Right,” she said.



“I have to go.”

“Freya—”

“Not — ” She made a gesture. “Not go. Out. Of this. It’s stopped holding. It’s been going for about ten minutes and I’ve been ignoring it because I’m having such a lovely evening.”

“How long.”

“Minutes.”

He got up onto the mattress beside her.

“Don’t sit next to it,” she said. “Don’t do that, it’s grotesque.”

“I’m sitting next to you.”

“You’re sitting next to it, Lyle, we’ve established at some length tonight that those are different.”

“I don’t accept that.”

“You were sick in the corner.”

“I know what I did.” He put his hand over hers. Cold. Wrong. Hers. “I’m still here.”

She was quiet.

Then: “You are still here. That’s the — ” Her voice did something. “That’s the annoying part. You could have left at the fountain. Everyone would have understood. I’d have written you very sympathetically.”

“I know you would.”

“I’d have made you taller.”

“I’d have preferred that.”

Her fingers turned under his and got hold of him, badly, too tight in one place and not at all in another.

“It was never going to work, was it,” she said. “This. Being in it.”

“No.”

“You could lie.”

“You’d know.”

“I’d allow it.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“No,” she admitted. “I wouldn’t.”

She looked around the room. The desk. The doors. The lamp with about six minutes in it.

“It’s not a home,” she said. “That’s what I wanted to see. Whether it was still a home.” She let out something that was not a breath because she had no way to make one. “It’s a room I used to be in. That’s all it is. It’s got my handwriting on the walls and a jar under the desk and it isn’t mine any more, it’s just — evidence.”

“Freya.”

“Don’t you dare be kind to me right now.”

“I wasn’t going to be.”

“Good.”

“I was going to say you have to get out of it before it stops working, because if you’re still in there when it goes I don’t know what happens to you and neither do you.”

She laughed properly then, and it did not matter that the sound was ruined.

“There he is,” she said. “There’s the man who followed a truck.”



He kissed her again before she left it.

He never told anyone about that, not Cora, not Iris, not the woman in the coveralls who asked him one careful question three days later and let it go when he did not answer.

He kissed her again, and it was exactly as bad as the first time — colder, if anything, because the room had cooled and so had she — and he did not close his eyes and he did not pretend and his body did not change its mind about a single thing.

And he did it anyway, on purpose, for a while.

Because the first one had been an experiment, and this one was not.

“You didn’t want that,” she said, against his mouth.

“No.”

“Then why.”

“Because you asked me for something tonight and I gave you a receipt.”

Her hand came up and rested on the back of his neck, and did not grip, and had almost no strength in it at all.

“I’m going to go,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“I want you to not watch.”

“I’m going to watch.”

“Lyle—”

“You’ve spent eight months being invisible to me. I’m not doing that to you in the one body you’ve got.”

She was quiet for a second.

“That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me,” she said, “and I’d like it on record that I hate it.”

Then she said, “Don’t touch me while I do this, it’ll go through your hand and it’s unpleasant.”

He took his hand off her.

He sat on the edge of the mattress in a dry room above the wet district with his hands on his knees, and watched.

It took about four seconds.

The body did not slump dramatically. It settled. The tension that had been holding the shoulders in a shape went out of them, and the jaw came off true by another degree, and the palm-up hand relaxed the last of the way open, and the whole arrangement became furniture in a way that was instant and total and impossible to mistake for anything else.

The water at the corner of the mouth kept going.

That was all.

Lyle sat with her for a while.

Then he stood up and did the only useful thing available to him, which was to straighten her dress, and put the hair back from her face on the side where there was still hair, and close her eyes with his thumb, and blow out the lamp before it could go out on its own.

The room was black.

Somewhere below, the fountain kept running.

He said, to a dark room, in a completely ordinary voice:

“It’s still you.”

Nothing answered, because nothing could.

He went down the iron stairs and out through the wet district and did not stop until he reached a street where the water ran downhill.




35
THREE NIGHTS

The wall came down on the Tuesday.

Not all of it. A section of the kitchen wall about the size of a door — hollow-core sized, of course — which had been damp since August and swollen since October and which Lyle had been managing with a dehumidifier borrowed from Donna and a policy of not looking at it. After Freya-as-plumbing, after the room of annotated doors, the apartment finally spoke the city’s language out loud.

He was at the sink when it went. There was a sound like a wet cough behind the plaster and then the paper bulged and split from the skirting to the height of his chest, and what came out was not clean.

It smelled of copper and stone.

He stood in his kitchen with a plate in his hand for the second time that year and understood, with total clarity and about six months late, where all the water he had ever prepared had been going. Ordinary path and secret path had always been the same pipes.



The building manager came at four with a torch and a man from the council.

They were in the flat for eleven minutes. Lyle followed them around saying the words dehumidifier and temporary and I’ve been on to the landlord about it, and the man from the council wrote things down and did not look at him, and at the door he said the word uninhabitable in the tone of a man who used it four times a week.

“How long?”

“That’s not really—”

“Roughly.”

“Six weeks if he moves on it.” The man looked back down the hall at the split in the wall. “He won’t move on it.”

There was a notice on the door by five.



Cora offered the sofa.

She offered it before he asked, in the car park behind Bellini’s, still in the apron, on a fifteen-minute break she had taken in four separate pieces that day.

“It’s one room, Lyle, I’m not pretending it’s a solution. But it’s a room, and Iris knows it, and I’m out most of the time anyway.”

“You work two jobs.”

“I’m aware.”

“Where would she sleep?”

“With me. I’d take the sofa.”

And that was true, and it was a genuinely bad arrangement for a woman who had been awake since five, and Lyle said so, and everything he said was accurate.

He did not say the other thing, which was that Cora’s address was on a form in Margot’s solicitor’s file, and that a bowl of prepared water on Cora’s kitchen counter would be a thing Cora had to agree to, every single time, in writing, with terms. Kindness with a shadow. Paper still trying to govern desire and access.

“Let me think about it,” he said.

“That’s a no.”

“It’s a think about it.”

Cora looked at him for a second and then went back inside to finish her shift.



Ruth gave them the two rooms off the second corridor.

She did it the way the city did everything, which was without ceremony and slightly faster than was comfortable. Lyle came down at eight on the Tuesday night with two bags and a child and a story he had prepared about the wall, and got about a third of the way through it before Ruth said, “Right, well, there’s the two by the stairs, they’re dry.”

“I can pay something.”

“You can help Osman with the pipe on Thursday.”

“That’s not—”

“It is, though,” said Ruth, and went to find sheets before he could argue about it.



The rooms were dry and warm and about eleven feet square.

The heat came off a pipe that ran across the ceiling, and the light was a bulb in a cage, and there was a window that had been a window into somewhere else before somebody sealed the somewhere else and put a mirror in it, which Iris thought was the best thing she had ever seen.

She slept eleven hours.

He could not get around it afterward, when he was getting around a great many things. She had been waking at two most nights since September. She had been waking, coming to his doorway, standing there.

The first night underground she went down at nine and did not move until eight in the morning, and when he checked on her at one and again at four she was on her back with both arms above her head like somebody who had put something down.



The three nights were good.

That is the honest account and there is no version of it that improves him.

Vi fed them without asking whether they wanted feeding. Pia turned up at seven on Wednesday morning with the thread box and a plan. Osman showed Iris how to sweat a joint and let her hold the torch, which Lyle would have described as unsafe in any other building on earth and which she talked about for a week. Somebody found a lamp. Somebody else found a chair, and it was ugly, and Iris put it next to the bed and did not comment.

She had a routine by Thursday.

She slept in the smaller of the two rooms, in a proper bed Osman had carried down in pieces, and she slept there every night they were underground except the one after the alley, when Ruth took her, and she never once asked to sleep anywhere else.

Lyle walked her to school every morning, twenty-five minutes up through the corridor and out through the laundry and four streets east, and picked her up at three, and it was further than before and he did it every day.

He told Cora where they were.

He also told her he’d messaged Margot about Friday and was sorting it.

That was the only outright lie he told anybody that week. It was four words long, he told it on the phone while carrying a box, and by the time he hung up he had genuinely stopped thinking about it.

He set a date: the following Saturday, the fifteenth, by which time the landlord would have moved or would not have, and either way they would be out.

He wrote it on the back of the notice.

Those were real precautions and they were his own idea and nobody made him take them.

What he did not do was send the message.

Section 4.4 was one sentence. The father shall disclose to the mother, in writing and within twenty-four hours of any change, the address at which the child sleeps. He had not argued about it in the room above the building society, because it had been the easiest thing in the document — it cost nothing and required no change to how he lived.

The city did not have an address.

That was true, and he thought it several times over the following days, and it was not the reason.



Margot’s first message came on the Wednesday.

Where are you staying? Iris says a friend’s. Which friend.

He answered that one. He said Cora’s, which was almost true in the sense that it had been offered.

The second came Thursday. The third Friday.

He answered the third at two in the morning with a sentence he rewrote four times.



The fourteenth was a Friday, and Friday was six o’clock at Cora’s.

He had it in his phone. He had it on the notice, on the back, one line above the date he had written for leaving — Friday the handover, Saturday the move out — because he had meant to do both things in the same weekend and hand her back on the Sunday to somewhere with a door on it.

The landlord had not moved.

Lyle was in the kitchen at the mouth of the ramp at half four with a bowl in his hands, helping Vi get through a pot of something for eleven people, and his phone went in his pocket.

He knew what it was.

He let it go.

It went again forty minutes later, and again at ten past six, and he took the bowls out and stacked the chairs and did the thing where you hold a phone in your hand and look at it and then put it back in your pocket.

Margot was at Cora’s flat at six that evening with the engine still running.

Cora rang him at twenty past.

He did not pick up.

Iris came and stood next to him at eight.

“Is it Mom’s day?”

“It was.”

“Are we going?”

“Not today, chicken.”

“Why?”

“Because there’s nowhere to bring you back to yet.”

Which was true.

It was true in every particular, and he had thought of it in advance, and he heard himself say it and thought: that’s good, that’s actually the reason, and did not notice that he had produced a sentence rather than made a call.



Cora came down on the Sunday.

She did not come to the rooms. She stood at the folding table by the kitchen with her coat on and her bag still over her shoulder, and she had been on shift since five, and she said:

“I had your ex-wife on my landing for forty fucking minutes on Friday.”

“Cora—”

“With a bag of her daughter’s clothes.”

Lyle said the thing about the wall, and the landlord, and nowhere to bring her back to. He heard how good it sounded and could not stop producing it.

Cora waited until he was finished.

“Three nights,” she said. “You told me three nights, and you told me you’d squared Friday, and I believed both because you have never once needed to lie to me about anything this small.” She adjusted the bag. “Is she safe down here?”

“Yes.”

“Is she happy?”

“Yes.”

“Then you tell Margot that. Tonight.” She was already turning. “Because those are the two answers that make this all right, and you’re the only person who’s allowed to give them, and every day you don’t, they stop being answers and start being the reason.”

At the corridor she stopped.

“Next Friday,” she said. “I’m at the flat at six either way. If she’s on my landing again with a bag and I’ve got nothing to give her, I’m telling her what I know.”

“That’s—”

“That’s a week’s notice, Lyle. Which is a week more than you gave her.”



The days after that had a shape.

He helped Osman with the pipe. He helped Ruth move a freezer. He learned four more names and got two of them wrong for a week. He took Iris to school and collected her, twenty-five minutes each way, and on the Wednesday it rained and a man he did not know lent him a coat and did not want it back.

He stopped writing dates on the notice.

The notice was in the bag with the bank letters, and the bag was under the bed, and he stopped taking it out because the top of it said the word uninhabitable and there was no longer any use for that word.

Margot’s messages changed around the eighteenth.

They stopped being angry. That was worse. There was one on the nineteenth that just said Please, and one on the twentieth about a dentist appointment on the second, and Lyle read them both standing in a corridor under a light in a cage and did not answer either, and could not have explained the difference between not answering and deciding not to.

She had been to the school. He learned that from Iris, who reported it the way she reported everything, three days late and in the wrong order: that Mom had come at going-home time on Monday and they had already gone, because Lyle collected at three and the office let out at ten past.

So Margot knew Iris was attending. She knew she was in uniform, and fed, and on the register every day that week.

She did not know where her daughter slept, and the school had Lyle’s old address, because he had not updated it, because the form asked for a postcode.

He thought, more than once, that this proved something. That a man hiding a child does not walk her to the gates every morning in front of forty parents.

He was keeping her exactly visible enough to tell himself this was not concealment.

Freya was in Martin four evenings that week.

She never once asked why they were still down there.



The second exchange was Friday the twenty-first.

He knew all day.

At six he was in the room off the second corridor with a plastic bag from the laundrette and Iris’s clothes in it, still warm, and the drawer that Ruth had found for them the week before — a proper one, out of a chest, on its own, standing on two crates against the wall because there was no chest to put it in.

He folded her school jumper.

He folded the two pairs of leggings and the ones with the fox and the good top she wore for things, and he put them in the drawer, and the drawer was slightly too full now to close with one hand.

His phone was on the bed.

It went at ten past six.

Iris was sitting on the floor doing the thread with her back against the bedframe.

“Is it Mom’s day again?”

“Yes.”

“Are we going home?”

And Lyle said, “Tomorrow.”

He said it easily and without any effort at all, in the voice he used for true things, and he did not look at the phone, and he folded the last of the washing and pressed it down with the flat of his hand so the drawer would shut.

It shut.

Iris said, “Okay,” and went back to the thread.

The phone stopped.



They were down there another seven days.

Nobody made a decision on any of them.


PART VII
MOVEMENT ONE: THE BOUNDARY
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CUSTODY NIGHT

The pounding began at the street-level door.

Three good nights of underground sleep already in Iris’s body. Jacket on the chair. The city folded around them like a household that had decided they were inventory. Then the breach note — not kettle, not annual throat-clear. The short doubled sound. Wrong appliance.

Margot had found the building.

Of course she had.

She had hired someone, followed Lyle, or simply refused to stop searching until she mapped the place where her daughter slept. She was a mother with documentation, a lawyer’s telephone number, and enough fear to burn through any lock.

“Lyle!”

Her voice came through the steel, distorted but unmistakable.

“Open this door. I have a court order.”

Lyle looked at Iris.

She was awake in bed, sitting upright with the stuffed rabbit against her chest.

The alarm had gone ten minutes earlier, and it was the wrong one.

Not the long single moan of the annual release — the household siren that cleared its throat once a year. The city had already had its annual that autumn, and had survived it, and had folded the chair away for next year. This was the short doubled note the residents called the breach, and Lyle had heard it exactly once, during a drill, when Mr. Hallow had explained without any particular emphasis that if it ever sounded for real it would mean Elias was outside on a night nobody had opened the ramp for. Catastrophe that was not on the calendar. Kettle boiling dry.

Iris knew what it meant.

Margot did not.

“Stay here,” Lyle said.

He crossed the apartment and looked through the peephole.

Margot stood in the rain with her hair plastered to her face. Behind her, the streetlights were going out one by one. Water covered the pavement, but it did not move with the rain. It gathered in slow black currents, pulling toward drains that had begun to breathe.

“Margot,” he said through the door. “You can’t be here tonight.”

“I’m taking Iris.”

“Go back to your car. Drive until you reach a streetlight that stays on.”

“Open the door.”

“Not tonight.”

“Iris!”

Margot struck the door with her palm.

“Iris, come to the door!”

Lyle heard footsteps behind him.

Iris stood in the hallway in her socks.

“Mom’s outside.”

“She has to leave.”

“She’s not leaving.”

Iris looked at the door with the precision she used when adults insisted their faces meant something their bodies contradicted — the only true instrument in a building full of screens.

“She’s scared. Real scared. Not mad-scared. The other kind.”

Margot struck the door again.

Lyle reached for the bolt.

He would pull her inside, force her away from the street, and survive the custody consequences tomorrow.

He opened the door.

Margot stumbled across the threshold.

Her coat was soaked. Rain and street water poured from the hem.

She grabbed Iris by the wrist.

“We’re leaving.”

“You can’t,” Lyle said. “The annual night has started.”

“I don’t care what you call it.”

She pulled Iris toward the open doorway.

Iris resisted. Her socks slipped against the wet tile.

Margot stopped.

Not the way a person stops. The way a room stops when a machine in it switches off.

Her body had begun before Freya did. The grip on Iris’s wrist opened while Margot’s face was still saying the sentence, her shoulders dropping into a set she had not chosen, her weight shifting onto the left foot the way it always did, because it had done this once already and had not forgotten how.

Then her head tilted with the tiny adjustment of someone fitting herself into a frame that had been left out ready.

Lyle knew before she spoke.

Freya looked through Margot’s eyes.

“Close the door,” she said.

Margot’s voice. Freya’s cadence.

“He’s past the fourth mark.”

“Get out of her.”

“Close it, Lyle.”

The lights flickered.

Far below them, something metallic struck concrete.

Lyle closed the door.

He locked it.

He knew what Freya had done to Margot before. He knew Margot had explicitly forbidden it from ever happening again.

He allowed it because Freya sounded certain.

Freya knelt in Margot’s body and took Iris’s hands.

“Come with me, little bird.”

Iris stared into her mother’s eyes.

“You’re Freya.”

“Yes.”

“Mom said not to do this.”

“I know.”

“Then get out.”

“Not until you’re safe.”

Freya led Iris into the interior corridor.

Lyle followed.

They passed the kitchen where the soup had been taken from the stove and abandoned on the counter. The CRT teenager stood before the monitors, no longer eating, one hand pressed against his headphones.

“Fifth mark,” he said.

Mr. Hallow was fastening chains around his shoulders.

“Outer drainage route,” the teenager continued. “He’s following the south pipes.”

Freya did not stop.

She knew the safe interior better than Lyle. She chose turns before he saw them.

They reached a stone room behind the fountain where the pipes were thick and the water could be heard moving through every wall.

Freya guided Iris inside.

“Stay here,” she said. “He does not enter the protected district.”

“Get out of her,” Iris said again.

Freya looked at the child through Margot’s face.

“Iris.”

“You said I’m safe.”

“You are.”

“Then get out.”

Freya looked at Lyle.

He wanted to tell her to remain. Margot would fight. Margot would try to leave. Freya could keep her still until the chains were secured.

It would be easier.

He heard Margot’s voice from the night Freya had taken her body before.


You let her use me.



“Get out,” Lyle said.

Freya’s expression hardened.

Then Margot’s body convulsed.

Her breath stopped.

Her knees folded.

Lyle caught her before her head struck the stone.

For a moment, the body was slack and vacant.

Freya was gone.

Lyle looked around the room, knowing she might still be there and knowing it made no difference.

Margot gasped.

Her eyes opened.

She looked at Lyle’s hands on her shoulders and recoiled.

“You did it again.”

“Margot, listen to me.”

“You let her inside me again.”

“You were outside.”

“I was taking my daughter.”

“You would have died.”

“And now I’m trapped in a basement with the woman who assaulted me and the man who keeps explaining why she had to.”

“Mom,” Iris said.

Margot turned.

Iris stood against the wall with the rabbit clutched beneath her chin.

“We have to stay inside.”

Margot looked from Iris to Lyle.

“No.”

“The street isn’t safe.”

“This place isn’t safe.”

A deep sound passed through the walls.

Not footsteps.

Water moving through pipes under impossible pressure.

The south drainage valves shook.

A metal gate slammed somewhere beyond the protected rooms.

The monster did not enter.

He moved through the outer infrastructure, circling the hidden city along the storm drains and exposed service routes.

Mr. Hallow appeared in the doorway.

“Stay away from the maintenance exit,” he said. “He’s moving toward that side.”

Margot saw the resident standing behind Lyle.

She saw the stone room, the wet walls, the pipes carrying Freya’s water.

She saw an entire community prepared to explain why she needed to surrender control of her body for her own protection.

She took Iris’s hand.

“We’re leaving.”

“No,” Lyle said.

Margot moved toward the corridor.

Lyle blocked her.

She stopped inches from him.

“Are you going to imprison me too?”

“No.”

“Then move.”

“The outer route opens onto his path.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I know.”

“That’s your fault.”

He did not move.

Margot looked down at Iris.

“Come with me.”

Iris hesitated.

Margot saw it.

The hesitation wounded her more visibly than anything Lyle had said.

She stepped around him.

Lyle followed as she pulled Iris through the corridor toward the maintenance route.

Residents emerged from doorways.

They warned her.

They pleaded.

Nobody touched her.

Nobody crossed her path.

The corridor narrowed until the architecture ended at a steel service door standing open to the rain.

A faded blue line crossed the concrete just inside the threshold.

It did not glow.

It had no symbols.

It looked like an old maintenance marking someone had forgotten to repaint.

Beyond it was an ordinary alley.

Ordinary rain.

An ordinary streetlight flickering at the corner.

Margot crossed the line.

She pulled Iris with her.

Iris said, “Mom—” and got one foot back toward it, and Margot did not feel her do it.

Lyle stopped inside the threshold.

Residents gathered behind him.

Mr. Hallow.

The woman from the kitchen.

The teenager from the CRT room.

Some reached toward Margot.

None stepped beyond the blue line.

Margot looked at them.

She understood that the kitchen, the soup, the chair, and the tenderness all ended here.

The hidden city’s hospitality was real.

So was its border.

“You’re not keeping her,” Margot told Lyle. “I would rather take my chances out here than leave her inside with you.”

“Two steps,” Lyle said. “Come back two steps.”

Margot turned away.

Then the storm drain behind her exhaled.

Something unfolded from the rain.

Elias stepped into the alley.

He wore the repaired coat with the mismatched blue sleeve. Water moved beneath his skin in slow, visible currents. The chainsaw hung from one hand, silent for the moment.

He looked at Margot.

He looked at Iris.

Iris stood outside the boundary.

Elias took one step toward them.

Margot turned.

She saw the monster.

She saw the surgical seams.

She saw the deliberate absences and additions.

She understood that the woman who had occupied her body had once done something similar to him and never stopped calling it love.

Margot pushed Iris.

It was not a gentle push.

It was a mother’s throw.

Iris stumbled backward across the blue line and struck Lyle’s chest. He caught her.

The moment Iris entered the hidden city, Elias stopped looking at her.

He looked only at Margot.

Margot did not run.

There was nowhere she could reach before he reached her.

She stepped between Elias and the blue line.

Her court papers crumpled in one hand.

“Don’t look,” Lyle told Iris.

He covered her eyes.

He could not cover her ears.

Elias moved.

His hand closed around Margot’s throat and lifted her from the pavement.

She struck at his wrist.

Her fingers found scar tissue, grafted muscle, and a pulse that did not keep a human rhythm.

Her eyes found Iris behind Lyle’s hand.

Margot stopped struggling long enough to raise one hand.

Not toward Elias.

Toward her daughter.

A final instruction to remain where she was.

Then Elias tightened his grip.

The sound was small.

The papers slipped from Margot’s hand and scattered in the rain.

Elias held her for another moment.

No one could tell whether he was examining her, remembering something, or waiting for a response that would never come.

Then he released her.

Margot struck the pavement.

Her eyes remained open toward the blue line.

Elias looked at Lyle and Iris inside the hidden city.

He made the low humming sound they had heard on the ramp.

Then he turned and continued through the outer streets.

He did not cross the line.

Nobody moved until the rain became louder than his footsteps.

Lyle handed Iris to Mr. Hallow.

Then he stepped across the boundary.

He knelt beside Margot.

He placed two fingers against her throat despite already knowing.

He closed her eyes.

He did all of it in order, the way he did the card and the whisk and the salt, and there was nothing in her to be sent anywhere.

Iris stood behind the blue line in Mr. Hallow’s arms.

She looked at her mother’s body with the precision she once used to recognize Freya.

She searched for a gesture.

A cadence.

A pattern.

There was only stillness.

“She’s not in there,” Iris said.

“I know, baby.”

“Freya’s not in there either.”

Lyle looked at the empty rain around Margot.

Freya had not entered her.

She had not attempted to replace the silence.

Margot was dead.

For once, the absence belonged only to the person who was gone.
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NEXT OF KIN

They brought her in.

Four of them, with a door.

Lyle understood, later, that this was not improvised — that somewhere in the city there was a protocol for this and these four had done it before, and that the door was a door because a door is flat and rigid and eleven hundred people who have never once called an ambulance own a great many doors. Hollow-core cousins again. The book’s materials doing emergency work. Care welded to mechanism until the mechanism carries the dead.

They carried her past the blue line at eleven minutes past midnight, and Mr. Hallow said, “Not the fountain,” to nobody in particular, and they took her to the dry platform room where the city put its dead.

Lyle walked behind them.

Somebody had given Iris to Ruth.



The reasons were given to him in the corridor, in order, by two people at once.

If she stayed out there until morning she would be found by the outer city, and then there would be police at a maintenance entrance that had never been on a map.

The storm water was in her clothes and the storm water went back into the system.

Elias was still out there and had not finished.

Every one of those was true.

Lyle said, “Just tonight.”

He is fairly sure he said it before anybody suggested it.



Her phone rang at one-forty.

It was in her coat, which was on the platform with her, and it went off in a room with three people in it, and none of them moved.

It rang again at one forty-four.

Lyle took it out of the pocket with two fingers.

The screen said MUM, and there was a photograph attached to the contact, a woman in her seventies at a table with a paper hat on.

He stood in a stone room at one forty-four in the morning holding his ex-wife’s phone while her mother called it for the second time, and he did not answer, and afterwards he could not have told anybody whether that was because he did not know what to say or because answering meant saying where he was.

The phone stopped.

Then a text arrived, which he read on the lock screen without meaning to.

Did you get her? Let me know either way, I’ll be up.



Iris slept in Ruth’s room.

Not because anybody decided it. Ruth took her, and put her in the bed, and sat in the chair, and when Lyle came at three she said, “She’s off. Go and sit somewhere,” and he went and sat somewhere.

He sat in the kitchen at the mouth of the ramp for four hours and did not sleep and was not thinking about anything, which he mistook at the time for shock and which was, at least partly, waiting.

Around five Vi came in and started the pot without putting the light on. Soup weather. Kindness with the ramp’s shadow in it — feeding the ones who would come back and the one who would have to do things after light.

She said, “You’ll want to eat before it’s light.”

“I’m all right.”

“It’s not for you, love, it’s for them coming back off the ramp.” She put the lid on. “But you’ll want to eat before it’s light, because after it’s light you’ll have to do things.”



The things.

He wrote them on the back of a delivery note at half past six, because writing them down was the only thing he could see how to do. Hands that needed a list so they would not open.

Tell her mum

Tell the school

Iris clothes

Court thing — ask?

Body

He looked at the last one for a long time and then crossed it out, because it was on a list and lists get lost, and then he looked at the crossing-out.



The custody order died with her.

Nobody told him that. He worked it out at about seven in the morning sitting on a crate, going through it clause by clause the way he had gone through Cora’s contract in a basement in May — initial boxes, cool paper, desire and access and a child, all of it suddenly without a living party on one side.

3.1 — The mother shall have the child from Friday 18:00 to Sunday 10:00 on alternate weekends, until review.

There was no mother.

3.2 — Exchanges shall take place at the address of Ms C. Bell.

There was nothing to exchange.

4.4 — The father shall disclose to the mother, in writing and within twenty-four hours of any change, the address at which the child sleeps.

He read 4.4 four or five times.

The obligation he had failed every night for seventeen nights had stopped existing at approximately eleven o’clock the previous evening, and he was now, in the eyes of every institution that had been circling him since October, simply Iris’s father, and the only person with any standing at all.

He had been trying to get to this position since the third of October.

Not this. He had never once wanted this, and he would have given a great deal to be able to prove that to somebody. What he had wanted was the administration of it — no Friday six o’clock, no bag on a landing, no solicitor’s letterhead, no address to disclose, no week in which somebody else had the right to interrupt him. He had wanted the scrutiny to stop.

The scrutiny had stopped.

He sat on a crate in a corridor and understood that he had arrived at it, and that he would have to live inside the fact that he had wanted it, and that wanting it and causing it were not the same thing and would never again feel entirely different.



He phoned Margot’s mother at eight.

Her name was Enid and he had not spoken to her in three years and she had sent Iris a card in April with ten pounds in it.

He did it standing in the alley behind the laundry because the corridor had no signal, in the rain, and he got as far as saying her name.

“Lyle?”

And then he found that he could not make the next sentence exist.

“Lyle, where’s Margot.”

There is no version of this he tells well afterwards. He said something. Enid said “What?” twice, the second time much louder, and then she stopped asking questions and started saying no at intervals, and Lyle stood in an alley holding a phone against his ear and said I’m so sorry eleven or twelve times into a sound he had never heard a person make.

At the end of it, when she could, Enid said:

“Where is she now?”

And Lyle said, “They’ve got her.”

Which was a sentence with a shape like an answer.

Enid said, “Who has?”

“The — she’s with people. It’s being handled. I’ll ring you when I know more.”

“Lyle, who has got my daughter?”

“I’ll ring you back.”



He did not ring her back that day.

He rang the school instead, at nine, and told the office that Iris’s mother had died and that Iris would not be in, and the woman on the phone was so immediately and completely kind that he had to sit down on the wet step.

She asked whether the school should tell the class.

He said he did not know.

She said, “Take your time. Would you like me to email you rather than ring? Some people prefer the email.”

He said the email would be better, and gave her his address, and she read it back and said, “And we’ve got the same address for you as before, is that right?”

Lyle said, “Yes.”

That was the first time he lied about it to somebody who was being kind. It went in cleanly. Nobody had any reason to check.



Iris did not eat on the Saturday.

She sat at the folding table with a bowl and moved it and did not speak, and Pia sat with her for two hours doing thread and did not speak either, which was the single most useful thing anybody did that week.

At four o’clock Lyle tried, and got:

“Where is she?”

“She’s downstairs, chicken. In the cold room.”

“Is she going to the hospital?”

“Not the hospital. There’s a — when someone dies there’s a place they go, and people who look after them.”

“When?”

And Lyle said, “Soon.”

Which was the first time.



The residents were extremely good about it and that was the problem.

Nobody asked him when. Nobody said you need to ring somebody today. They brought food, and they moved a heater into the platform room without being asked, and Ruth took Iris up to the school gates on Monday and back again, and Osman fixed the door on the second room so it shut properly, and Vi washed Margot’s coat and hung it in the corridor to dry as though it would be wanted.

Every single one of those was a kindness.

Every single one of them made the next morning easier to arrive at without doing anything.

By the Sunday there was a version of events in which Margot had been dead for two days and the reason nobody had been told was that the city could not have strangers in it, and Lyle believed that version in the way he believed most things by then — completely, and only for as long as he was inside it.

Freya said nothing about the body at all until the Tuesday.

He noticed that too.


38
WHAT I KNOW

Cora came down on the second of December, which was four days after, and which was also the day of the dentist appointment nobody had cancelled.

The kitchen still smelled like soup that was doing real work. She had a bag of Iris’s clothes, washed, and a document wallet, and she stood at the folding table and did not sit down.

“I need to tell you something and I need you not to be kind about it.”

“Cora—”

“On the twenty-first,” she said, “I rang Margot and I told her where you were.”

The kitchen went on around them. Somebody was arguing about a valve.

“I gave her the laundry on Kerr, the roll-down door, and the name of the woman who’d let you in. I gave her the corridor and I told her the rooms were off the second one on the left. I told her Iris was safe and sleeping and going to school and that you were not well.” Cora put the bag on the table. “She wrote it all down. She read it back to me.”

Lyle heard himself say, “You didn’t have a choice.”

And Cora’s face did something he had never seen it do.

“Don’t,” she said. “Don’t you dare.”

“I only meant—”

“I know exactly what you meant. You meant it was inevitable. You meant the situation made the decision.” She had both hands flat on the table now. “That’s yours. That’s the thing you do, and I have watched you do it for six months, and I am not having it handed to me four days after she died.”

“Cora.”

“I had a choice. I picked. I rang her at ten past eight on Friday the twenty-first and I told her, and I would do it again, and she is dead in a corridor at the coroner’s because of the sentence I chose.”

“That’s not—”

“It’s partly true,” Cora said. “That’s what a real one sounds like. It’s partly true and I’m going to be carrying the partly for the rest of my life, and I would rather have that than have what you’ve got.”



They sat with it a while.

Somebody put tea in front of both of them without being asked, which was the city all over.

“She’d have found it anyway,” Lyle said eventually.

“Probably.”

“Her solicitor had already—”

“Lyle.” Cora looked up. “I’m not asking you to argue me out of it. I’m telling you what I did so that you know one adult in this is prepared to say a plain sentence about their own part in it.” She turned the cup around. “That’s the whole reason I came down.”

“That’s not the whole reason.”

“No,” she said. “It isn’t.”



She opened the document wallet.

“I want to talk to her.”

Lyle did not answer immediately. Then: “She’s — I don’t know where she is. She’s not anywhere. She can’t hear this.”

“I’m aware of how it works. I wrote the paperwork.” Cora took out four pages, stapled, and set them on the table facing him. “Which is why I need you to fill a bowl.”

He looked at the pages.

He looked at her.

“Cora, you said—”

“I said I wouldn’t host her again.” Cora pushed the pages an inch closer. “I’m aware of what I said. I’ve had six weeks of being right about it, and I want you to know that being right about it did not do one single thing for anybody, including me.”

“You don’t owe her—”

“I don’t owe her anything.” Cora’s voice went flat and stayed there. “Iris hasn’t spoken since the alley.”

The valve argument ended somewhere behind them.

“She hasn’t spoken to me, she hasn’t spoken to you, and she hasn’t spoken to Ruth or Pia or the woman with the soup. And there is one person left in this city who Iris has ever, in her life, been able to identify by behaviour through a stranger’s face.” Cora sat down at last. “And that person currently cannot be in a room.”



The new pages were not the old ones.

He could see that from the header. SECOND AGREEMENT — C. BELL / F. — SUPERSEDING 20 MAY. She had typed superseding, which meant she had thought about the word.

“Read it out,” Cora said.

“All of it?”

“The changed clauses. I want to hear you say them, and I want her to hear you say them, and I want to be able to point at the moment on this table.”

He read.

2.1 — Sessions occur only in the presence of a third party who is not Lyle Mercer.

He stopped.

“Keep going.”

2.4 — The host may end any session for any reason, and is not required to be able to state the reason afterwards, and no person present shall ask her to.

3.1 — No session shall be used to perform, imitate, reproduce, or approximate any deceased person.

4.2 — No session is agreed in advance. Each is agreed on the day, aloud, in front of the third party, and may be refused on the day with no consequence to any other arrangement, including school pickups, dinners, and my relationship with Iris, which are not part of this and never were.

5.1 — I am not doing this for Lyle.

5.2 — I am not forgiving anybody.

Lyle put the page down.

“5.2 is in the contract.”

“It’s the most important clause in it.”



He filled the bowl.

Ruth stood in the doorway with her arms folded, having been asked, and having said fine in a tone that meant she thought all of them were unwell.

Cora put her left hand flat on the table where everyone could see it, smallest finger extended.

“Before you come in,” she said, to a room, “I want to say a thing you won’t be able to answer, so I’m saying it now while you can’t argue.”

The water moved.

“You held me down,” Cora said. “For forty minutes. And then you left when I asked, and you have left every time since, and both of those are true and I have stopped trying to make them cancel.”

The surface of the bowl went still in the way it did.

“I’m not doing this because you’ve changed. I don’t know if you’ve changed. I’m doing it because there’s a seven-year-old upstairs who has stopped talking, and you are the only person alive who she can find inside somebody else’s face, and if I sit here being correct about you she goes on not talking.”

She looked at Lyle.

“Now,” she said.



Freya came in slowly, which she had never done before.

Cora’s shoulders resettled. The head tilted. The hands stayed exactly where Cora had put them, flat, in view, which was not a thing Freya did.

“I’ve read it,” Freya said.

“You’ve been in here nine seconds.”

“I’ve read it.” Martin’s cadence, in Cora’s throat. “Five point two.”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t have to put that in writing.”

“I did, though,” said Cora.

Freya was quiet.

“Say the thing,” Cora said. “Whatever it is. You’ve got about four seconds of it in you and then you’ll make it funny.”

And Freya said, “I have never once been sorry in a way that cost me anything. I have been sorry. I’ve been sorry beautifully. I have made people feel better about what I did to them, on the day, in their own voices.” Cora’s hands stayed flat. “That’s not a confession, it’s an inventory. I don’t know how to do the other one. I’m going to try it on you because you’re the only person who’d notice the difference.”

“That’s not an apology.”

“No.”

“Good,” said Cora. “I’d have known.”



The session ran eleven minutes.

Ruth stayed for all of it. Lyle was asked to stand where he could be seen and not to speak, and did both, badly.

At the end of it Cora curled her smallest finger three times, and Freya left, and Cora sat forward with her elbows on her knees and breathed for a while.

“Well,” she said. “That’s still horrible.”

“You don’t have to—”

“Lyle.” She got her coat. “The next one’s Thursday. Ruth’s there, or Osman, or anybody, but not you on your own. And if Iris talks, we keep going, and if she doesn’t, we stop, and that’s the whole arrangement.”

At the corridor she stopped, the way she always did.

“One more thing, and then I’m going to go and cancel a dentist appointment for a dead woman.” Her voice did not change at all. “When this is over, whatever over is — I’m not staying friends with you. I’ll be in Iris’s life until she’s forty. I’ll be at things. You and I are finished, and I want that said now, while it can still be a decision instead of a thing that happens.”

Lyle said, “Okay.”

“Say it back.”

“You and I are finished.”

“Good,” Cora said. “That’s how it’s done.”


PART VIII
MOVEMENT TWO: THE ABSENCE SHE LEAVES


39
STOP DOING HER

Five days later.

Or six.

Time moved differently in the hidden city. It moved differently in grief. Soup still smelled good. Beds were still made. That was the danger.

Iris sat at the kitchen table in the hidden city.

She had eaten when food was placed before her. She had slept when exhaustion took her. She had not spoken since the alley. Margot’s absence was in the empty chair angle, the cup that no longer waited for a second adult with a downward cadence.

Freya sat beside her inside Cora’s body.

Cora had explicitly agreed to one hour.

She remained conscious beneath the possession.

They had established a withdrawal phrase and a physical signal. If Cora curled the smallest finger of her left hand three times, Freya would leave immediately.

Freya had agreed.

She had not yet broken that agreement.

Freya held a coffee cup in both of Cora’s hands.

The posture belonged to Margot.

She tucked Cora’s hair behind one ear.

Margot’s gesture.

She allowed her shoulders to slump in the way Margot’s had when she was trying not to frighten Iris with her own exhaustion.

None of it fitted. Margot had been taller and had done these things with more arm. In Cora’s body the gestures came out short — the hand tucking the hair reached the ear too early, the slump folded too far forward — so that what sat in the chair beside Iris was not her mother, and was not Cora either, but a smaller and more careful copy of a woman, performed at the wrong scale. The more accurate the gesture, the wronger the room. Cheap bulb. Warm soup smell.

“Your mother was very brave,” Freya said.

Margot’s inflection.

Margot’s downward cadence.

Iris did not look at her.

“She protected you. That’s what mothers do. I want you to know that I would have…”

“Stop doing her,” Iris said.

Freya froze.

The hand reaching toward Iris’s hair stopped in midair.

“What?”

“Stop doing her.”

Iris’s voice was flat.

Not angry.

Empty.

“Your voice is wrong. You go up at the end. Mom went down.”

Freya withdrew Cora’s hand.

She straightened, abandoning Margot’s posture.

“Iris, I’m trying to help.”

“You’re trying to make it okay by being her.”

“I’m not trying to replace her.”

“You are when you move like that.”

Iris turned and looked into Cora’s face, searching for Freya behind the eyes.

“When you do her, I can’t remember what she actually did.”

Freya said nothing.

“You’re eating her. Like you eat everyone.”

Cora’s smallest finger twitched once.

Not the full withdrawal signal.

A warning.

Freya felt it and kept both hands still.

“Jared didn’t tap his fingers before you,” Iris continued. “Desmond didn’t make jokes like you. Mom didn’t go up at the end.”

Her eyes remained dry.

“You’re not comforting me. You’re covering her up.”

Freya’s composure faltered.

“And I need her to stay where she is,” Iris said. “I need her to be dead and you to be you. Because if you keep wearing her, I won’t have anywhere to put the missing.”

Cora’s face trembled.

“Iris,” Freya said.

This time she used her own cadence, as close to her own voice as Cora’s throat permitted.

“I didn’t mean for her to die.”

“I know.”

Iris looked toward the corridor.

“You meant for her to be yours.”

Freya lowered her eyes.

“That’s different,” Iris said. “But she’s not yours. She’s dead. And you’re still trying to put her on.”

Iris stood.

At the door Osman had fixed for her, she stopped.

“Don’t be Mom tomorrow.”

Freya did not answer.

“Don’t be Mom ever.”

Iris looked back.

“If you want to say sorry, be the person who made the mistake. Not the person who got hurt by it.”

She closed the door.

Freya remained at the table.

For a moment, she continued holding Margot’s posture.

Then Cora curled the smallest finger of her left hand three times.

Freya left immediately.

Cora’s body went slack, then inhaled sharply.

Cora sat alone in the chair, blinking tears from her eyes.

She wiped them with the heel of her hand.

“I don’t know whose those are,” she said.

Lyle stood at the mouth of the corridor.

Neither of them attempted to answer.

The kitchen held the absence of two women. Tea still warm. Hospitality still working. Shadow long enough to sit at the table.

One dead.

One present only where nobody could perceive her.




PART IX
MOVEMENT THREE: WHAT DEATH IS FOR
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BLUE MORNING

THE ABORTED RESURRECTION

Three nights after Iris told Freya to stop doing Margot, Lyle helped move Margot’s body into the wet district.

He told himself they were preparing to return her to the ordinary authorities. Kindness that made avoidance possible.

Freya said the water could preserve her until morning.

Neither of them spoke about what else the water could do.

Margot lay on a hollow-core door positioned across the dry edge of the flooded room. Jacket off.

She was not placed in the fountain.

Not yet.

Tomas had agreed to let Freya possess him for one hour.

He had agreed within about four seconds of being asked, which Lyle noticed at the time and did nothing with. He had been nine years old on a platform beside a father who would not go off, and he had spent fifteen years believing there were four things the water did that nobody had written down, and here was somebody offering to let him be in the room while one of them happened.

He believed he was helping her prepare Margot’s body for transport and document the injuries for Lyle.

That was the full extent of his consent.

Freya entered him through a bowl of prepared water.

Tomas remained conscious.

They had established a withdrawal phrase.


Blue morning.



If Tomas spoke or attempted to mouth those words, Freya was required to leave immediately.

Freya stood over Margot inside Tomas’s body.

Margot’s throat had gone the colour of a storm three days out. The marks on it were not finger-shaped, because the hand had been too large for fingers to register separately. They were one continuous band, and the deeper print at the front, where the thumb had rested, was the size of a child’s fist.

The fountain circulated behind them.

Her own corpse remained within it, hidden beneath roots, stone, and moving water.

She had everything she needed.

Margot’s body was recent enough.

The water could preserve the tissue.

The manuscript on the doors contained the original surgical vocabulary.

Lyle’s ritual authority could anchor the binding.

The city contained enough of Freya’s remaining biology to begin the graft.

Freya had already written the first numbered sections onto the door beneath Margot.

A lung from the fountain’s circulation.

A voice assembled from preserved nerve memory.

Marrow drawn from the mineral deposits around Freya’s corpse.

Enough to restart a heart.

Enough to make Margot breathe.

Iris needed her mother.

Lyle needed forgiveness.

Freya needed to undo the last thing she had done.

She lifted a shard of blue tile — blue morning, blue thread, blue dress once.

Tomas’s hand held it above Margot’s sternum.

The tile was not a surgical instrument.

It had simply always cut more deeply than glass.

Tomas’s smallest finger began to tremble.

Freya tightened the hand around the tile.

The finger trembled again.

Not the agreed signal.

Not yet.

She placed the point against Margot’s skin.

“She would choose this if she could answer,” Freya said through Tomas’s mouth.

The sentence echoed beneath the copper dome.

Tomas’s hand stopped.

Freya had not stopped it.

Something beneath her had.

A host surfacing through sudden, singular refusal.

Tomas’s lips moved.

“Blue…”

Freya froze.

She knew the sentence she had just spoken.

She remembered Elias strapped to the table before the fifth procedure.

His head moving from side to side.

His mouth struggling around the voice she had placed inside it.

Freya leaning close.

Her hand against his forehead.


You would choose this if you could answer.

I know you would.

I know you better than you know yourself.



Tomas tried again.

“Blue morning.”

Freya left him immediately.

His body collapsed to its knees.

The shard fell into the shallow water.

Tomas coughed and pressed both hands against his mouth.

Lyle moved toward him.

“What did she do?”

Tomas looked at Margot.

Then at the numbered chart beneath her.

His face changed.

“That wasn’t what I agreed to.”

“No,” Lyle said. “It wasn’t.”

Tomas stood unsteadily.

At the archway he stopped and put a hand flat on the stone, and stayed like that for a while, and when he took it away he looked at his palm the way a man looks at a hand that has done something without him.

“I don’t want to do it any more,” he said. “Any of it. The brushing.”

He left without looking at Margot again.

He did not go back to the fountain that winter, and when the crust built up and the circulation slowed, it was Osman who did it, badly, with the wrong brush.

Lyle remained beside the door.

Freya was somewhere in the room, and he could not ask her what she intended and expect an answer.

For several seconds, nothing moved except the fountain.

Then Tomas’s abandoned handprint appeared in the damp ink on the door.

A smear crossed the first number.

Another smear followed.

The marks were being disturbed by water dripping from the ceiling and running through the grooves.

Lyle could not tell whether Freya was causing it through the fountain’s circulation or whether gravity had simply arrived at the correct moment.

He watched the chart dissolve.

Minutes passed.

The fountain’s current changed.

A loose length of cloth caught around Margot’s shoulder and pulled itself free.

Then the hollow-core door shifted slowly toward the dry stone.

Lyle understood the request.

He approached Margot’s body.

He lifted her alone.

He carried her away from the fountain and placed her on the dry platform where the city prepared its dead for burial.

He covered her.

The blue tile remained beneath the water.

Lyle sat beside Margot until morning.

He did not know whether Freya stayed.

He hoped she did.

He hated himself for hoping.



He was still there at seven when Iris came down.

Nobody had brought her. Nobody had stopped her either, because by then nobody was stopping her at anything.

She stood in the archway in her coat over her pyjamas and looked past him at her mother on the platform, and she did not come any closer, and she did not cry, and she had the blue thread bracelet on the wrist she had been picking at for a week.

She had asked him every day since the twenty-ninth.

She had asked at breakfast, and at the school gates, and once through the bathroom door, and every single time he had said the same word to her, and every single time she had taken it, because she was seven and he was her father and that is the arrangement.

“When are they taking her?”

And Lyle, who had been awake for twenty-six hours beside the body of his daughter’s mother, and who had spent most of the night watching a chart come apart in the wet, said:

“Soon, chicken.”

Iris did not move.

“Stop fucking saying soon.”

The fountain ran.

Somewhere behind them Osman, who had come down with a bucket and had stopped in the corridor at the sound of it, very quietly put the bucket on the floor and went back up.

Nobody told her off.

She had got the word from him, obviously. Nobody remarked on that either.

Iris waited.

She was not going to say it again and she was not going to take it back, and she had nowhere else to put nine days.

“Okay,” Lyle said.

“It’s not okay. She’s cold, Dad, she’s been down here nine days—”

“I know. I meant okay, I’m going to do it.”

He got up off the wet stone with his knees complaining and went and asked Ruth for her phone.

He made the call from the alley, in the rain, four feet from the blue line, standing where Margot had stood.

He did it with the door open and his daughter watching from the bottom of the steps, because it had occurred to him halfway up that if he went somewhere quiet to do it she would have to take his word for it, and she had taken his word for nine days and it had cost her.

It took four minutes.

When he came back down she had not moved, and he handed Ruth the phone, and Iris said:

“What did they say?”

“They’re sending someone. This morning. Before dinner, definitely.”

“That’s not soon.”

“No,” he said. “It’s Tuesday, half nine.”

Iris thought about that.

Then she came over and stood against his side, not hugging, just leaning, the way she had at the school gates when she was five and had decided to be tired.

They waited there together until the light changed. Not cathedral mourning. Wet stone. Fountain. A child who would not take soon.



When the first residents arrived, they found:

Margot’s body dry and intact

the erased chart

the dropped tile

Tomas’s statement that Freya had exceeded his consent

Lyle waiting beside the dead

They came at twenty past eleven.

He told them Margot had died during the storm.

He did not tell them the rest.

Before they carried her away, he stood beside the fountain and spoke toward the empty room.

“Thank you.”

No answer came.

He did not know whether Freya heard him.

He did not know whether gratitude was appropriate.

She had not saved Margot.

She had not resurrected her.

She had only chosen not to transform her.

She had accepted the boundary not because resurrection was impossible.

Because it might have worked.

She did not turn it into another procedure.

She did not turn Margot into another manuscript.

She let the dead woman keep her death.
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THE WATER BECOMES WATER

It started in the kitchen, the way things did.

After the tile and the chart and soon becoming a Tuesday half nine — after Freya let the dead keep their death — the city kept feeding people and the fruit forgot how to wait. Vi came in on the Sunday morning and found that the bowl of pears on the shelf above the sink had gone over. Not one of them. All nine, at once, in the manner of fruit that has been holding its breath. Warm kitchen. Wrong smell under the good one.

She stood looking at them for a while.

Then she picked one up, and it gave under her thumb, and she made a sound that Lyle, who was three feet away with a mug he was not drinking, did not have a name for at the time and would recognise years later at a funeral.

“Ruth,” she called, without turning round. “Ruth.”



By Tuesday there was a list, because Osman was the kind of man who makes a list.

Fruit — 2 days

Bread — 3 days now, was 3 weeks

Milk — turning

Soup stock in the big pot — off, threw out

Rice, dried goods — fine

Meat — DO NOT

Osman pinned it by the CRTs and people came and read it the way you read a notice about a bus route changing.

Vi threw out eleven kilos of stock that had been going, continuously, in one form or another, since before her daughter was born.

She did it herself, in one trip, and would not let anybody help her carry it.



The medicine was the part that frightened people.

Nobody had explained it to Lyle, because nobody had ever needed to explain it to anybody who lived there. The city had no GP and no pharmacy and one nurse, retired, who came down on Thursdays. What it had instead was a cupboard in the second corridor with a padlock on it and a temperature nobody maintained, in which there had been, for as long as anyone could remember, things that should not have kept.

Insulin. Two boxes of antibiotics with dates on them from a decade nobody wanted to say out loud. A bag of saline. Six ampoules of something for Ruth’s heart that Ruth’s own doctor had told her, in 2011, to use within a month.

On the Wednesday, Gil’s mother’s insulin went cloudy.

She was not diabetic. She had been keeping it for a man on the upper level who was.

Ruth stood in front of the open cupboard for a long time with her hand on the door and then said, “Right,” and started sorting it into two piles, and the pile on the left was very small.



“How long?” Mr. Hallow asked.

He had come to find Lyle, which was itself unusual. He asked it in the corridor, quietly, in the way you ask a question you have already asked somebody more qualified.

“I don’t know.”

“You’re the one she talks to.”

“She doesn’t know either. She says it’s not switching off. She says it’s — ” Lyle looked for the word Freya had used through Cora’s mouth on the Monday and could not improve on it. “Forgetting.”

“Forgetting.”

“It kept things because she wouldn’t let them finish. She’s stopped.” Lyle heard himself and kept going anyway. “That’s all it was. It was never the water.”

Mr. Hallow absorbed that.

“So it was a woman,” he said. “Twenty-six years. Every apple and every stitch and every bag of blood in that cupboard, that was a dead woman refusing to let go of things.”

“Yes.”

“And now she’s let go.”

“Yes.”

Mr. Hallow looked down the corridor towards the wet district for a while.

“Well,” he said. “Good for her.”

Then, without any change of tone at all: “There’s a boy on the upper level who’s going to need that insulin in nine days and there isn’t any.”



They were not unanimous. He had not anticipated that, and it went on not being anticipated for the rest of the winter.

A woman called Sunniva, who had lived down there forty-one years and whom Lyle had spoken to twice, stopped him by the folding table on the Thursday and said, with enormous and completely genuine warmth:

“Thank her for me.”

“I—”

“When you see her. When she’s in somebody.” Sunniva had a carrier bag with her. “My husband’s been on that platform since March.”

Lyle did not understand for a second, and then understood entirely.

“Nine months,” Sunniva said. “Nine months I’ve been going down there and he’s been exactly the same, and I’ve been sitting with him, and he’s been exactly the same, and I have not been able to do a single thing about it because he wouldn’t go.”

She adjusted the bag.

“He’s gone off this week.”

“Sunniva—”

“No, love, listen to me, because I want somebody to hear it said properly.” Her voice did not shake at all. “It’s horrible. It’s the worst thing I’ve ever smelled and I’m going to have to bury my husband in the cold and the ground’s like iron. And it’s the first honest week I’ve had since March.” She was already moving. “Tell her thank you. She’ll know what for.”



Two hours later a man Lyle did not know at all put a hand flat on his chest in the second corridor and said, “You want to keep her away from the west side.”

“Sorry?”

“Your woman. Whatever she’s in this week.” He was not shouting. He was very calm, which was worse. “My mother’s on that cupboard list. She’s eighty-one and she’s got about two months of what’s in there and now she’s got about nothing, and I’ve been told it’s because somebody upstairs has finally decided to be at peace.”

“That’s not—”

“I don’t care what it is.” He took the hand away. “I’ve read the list. Everybody’s read the list. Half this city thinks she’s done a beautiful thing and the other half’s counting ampoules, and I want you to know that I’m in the second half and I’m going to stay there.”

He went.

Lyle stood in the corridor for a while.

He could not make either answer cancel the other. He tried, walking back, and got as far as the second corridor before he stopped trying.



He went down to the wet district on the Friday.

He had not been since the night with the corpse and he did not have a reason and he went anyway.

The room with the dome was colder than he remembered. The water still came down the carved stone, but it came down like water — no looping, no pattern that looked like circulation from the wrong angle, just a wet noise going where wet noises go. Ordinary path at civic scale.

The fountain smelled of stone and cold and, underneath that, faintly, of the thing the platform room smelled of now.

She had settled.

That was the only word. The body in the basin had been held for twenty-six years in a shape that was not the shape a body takes, and it had let go of that shape over the course of about ten days, and the vines had come away from the ribs, and one arm had drifted down against the stone, and the dress had begun to go.

Lyle crouched at the rim for a long time.

“They’re arguing about you upstairs,” he said.

The water did what water does.

“Half of them want to thank you. There’s a man on the west side wants you nowhere near his mother.” He put his hand flat on the stone. “Sunniva’s burying her husband on Tuesday. She said tell you thank you and she said you’d know what for.”

Nothing.

He had known there would be nothing. He was not sure, afterwards, whether that had been the reason he came.

“You’ve killed the cupboard,” he said. “You know that. You did the right thing and it’s going to kill somebody’s mum.”

The fountain ran.

“I don’t know what to do with that,” Lyle said. “I don’t think there’s anything to do with it. I think it’s just true.”



Freya was in Cora on the Monday, with Ruth in the room, under the second agreement.

Lyle told her all of it because Cora’s clause forbade lying and because he had discovered that he wanted to.

She listened without interrupting, which was new.

At the end she said, “Sunniva’s husband. Was that the one with the boat engine?”

“…Yes.”

“He used to come and tell me about it,” Freya said. “Before. He’d come down to the district and talk at the water for an hour because he thought there was something in it and he wasn’t sure what.” Cora’s hands stayed flat. “I could hear about one word in nine. He had no idea I was in there. He just liked talking to it.”

Lyle waited.

“Tell her she’s welcome,” Freya said, and then, after a moment, in a completely different voice: “And find out the boy’s name. On the upper level. The insulin one.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m going to want to know it,” she said, “and I’d rather know it now than find out later.”


PART X
MOVEMENT FOUR: THE OFFERS
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TERMS OF HER OWN

Cora brought it in a folder.

That was the thing Lyle could never get past afterward. Not a conversation at two in the morning. Not a breakdown. A green cardboard folder with a rubber band around it, produced at the kitchen table on a Tuesday afternoon, after she had already put the shopping away. Soup weather still. Fruit still going soft upstairs in the city. Paper trying one more time — not protection, not loophole. Agency with weight. Shopping bags still on the floor like ordinary life had not been asked to leave the room.

“I’ve written something,” she said. “I’d like you both to read it before anyone says anything.”

Freya was in Martin. It had been Martin for eleven days — not continuously; nothing was continuous, and Martin still put himself down for an hour at a time in a notebook by the phone. But every hour she had spent anywhere at all in those eleven days had been an hour inside Martin, because it had been Martin or nothing since the wet district, and Martin had stopped taking the fee.

“Cora—”

“Before anyone says anything, Freya.”

She took the rubber band off.

There were four pages. They were typed. There was a header on each one with the date and a page number, because Cora had spent nine years processing insurance claims and had never in her life produced an unnumbered document.

Lyle read the first line and put it down.

Then he picked it up again, because putting it down was not going to help.



PROPOSAL — PERMANENT ARRANGEMENT

Prepared by C. Bell

1. Purpose

This document sets out terms under which I would make my body permanently available to Freya, and the conditions under which I would consider that arrangement valid.

I am aware this is not a normal document. I have written it anyway, because the alternative is a conversation, and in conversations I get talked out of things.



She had thought about all of it.

His hands went cold working down the pages. She had thought about the things he had never once let himself think about, and she had numbered them.

3.2 — I would want to be gone. Not asleep underneath. Not aware. If there is a version of this where I remain conscious and displaced, I withdraw the proposal in full. I am not offering to be buried alive in myself.

3.4 — I accept that neither of us can currently know whether 3.2 is achievable, and that this is the central problem with the whole document.

5.1 — My brother is to be told it was an accident. I have written what I want said. It is attached.

5.3 — I would like Iris to be told the truth when she is old enough to ask twice.

6.2 — I am not doing this because I am in love with Lyle. I want that written down by me rather than assumed by somebody else later. It would be tidier if I were. I have looked at it carefully and I am not.

6.3 — I am also not doing it because I am unhappy. I want that written down twice.

And then, on the fourth page, at the bottom, in the same flat type:

7.1 — The reason is that I have been a doorway for eight months and I have found that I am extremely good at it, and there is no other thing in my life that I am extremely good at, and I have thought about that sentence for a long time and I cannot make it come out any better than it is.



Nobody spoke for a while.

Outside, a car alarm went off and gave up.

“Cora,” Lyle said.

“You’ll want to say the thing about how I’m grieving.”

“You are grieving.”

“Margot died five weeks ago and I’ve slept about nine hours a night since and I ate a proper dinner yesterday,” Cora said. “I’ve made a list of what grief looks like on me, because I’ve had it before, and I’ve been checking myself against it. It’s on the back of page two. I’m not saying I’m not sad. I’m saying I’m not that.”

Lyle turned to page two.

She had made a list.

There were eleven items on it and she had ticked three.

“That’s the worst thing I’ve ever seen,” he said.

“Yes, well.” Cora squared the pages. “That’s what checking looks like.”



Freya had not moved.

Martin’s hands were flat on the table on either side of the folder and had been for some minutes, which was how Lyle knew, because Martin’s hands did not do that and neither, usually, did Freya’s.

“Say something,” Cora said.

“I’m reading it.”

“You finished four minutes ago.”

“I’m reading it again.”

Freya turned to page three.

“Six point two,” she said.

“What about it.”

“You wrote it because you thought I’d use it.”

Cora did not answer immediately, which was an answer.

“Yes,” she said.

“You thought I’d take a document you’d spent three weeks on and find the one line that let me pretend this was a love story, because a love story is a thing I know how to be inside.” Freya’s voice was very level. “So you shut the door on it in advance. In writing. With a number.”

“Yes.”

“That’s the most insulting thing anybody has ever done to me, and it’s correct.”



She got up and went to the window.

Martin’s walk. Freya’s pace.

“Do you know what the honest answer is,” she said, to the glass.

“Say it,” Cora said.

“The honest answer is that I want it.”

Lyle closed his eyes.

“I want it so much that I’ve had to stop looking at you across rooms,” Freya said. “For about four months. Before Margot. I want a body that doesn’t have a timer on it. I want to eat a whole meal. I want to fall asleep in a chair and wake up in the same chair. I want to be rude to a stranger and still be there in the morning to have been the person who did it.” She put her hand flat on the window frame. “And your handwriting is on the shopping list on my — on your fridge, and I would live in a body that had done that, and I would be so good at it, Cora, I would be so unbelievably good at being you—”

“Freya.”

“—which is exactly the sentence,” Freya said, “that I said about Elias.”

The kitchen was very quiet.

“Not those words. That shape.” She turned around. “I would be so good at keeping this. I have said it about a man who trusted me, and a lung, and a kidney, and a larynx, and a dead woman’s posture in front of her own child, and now I have said it about you, and I have said it while holding the terms and conditions you typed up to protect yourself from me.”

Cora’s jaw was set.

“That’s not an argument,” she said. “That’s a pattern.”

“Yes.”

“A pattern isn’t a reason, Freya, it’s a — you don’t get to say no to me because you’ve said yes badly before. That’s you managing your history. That’s not you answering my document.”

“I know.”

“Then answer the document.”



Freya came and sat down.

She put both of Martin’s hands on the folder and looked at Cora properly.

“Three point two,” she said.

“Go on.”

“You want to be gone.”

“Yes.”

“I can’t give you that.”

Cora waited.

“Not won’t. Can’t. I’ve been in hundreds of people and I have never once been alone in there.” Freya’s thumb moved on the paper. “They’re always underneath. Always. It’s not loud, it’s — you’re aware of the room next door. And it never stops, and I have got so used to it that I forgot it was a fact about the arrangement rather than a fact about the people.”

“You don’t know that it would be the same if—”

“No. I don’t.” Freya nodded. “That’s three point four. You wrote three point four before I got to it, which is why I’ve read it three times.”

She pushed the folder back across the table.

“I would be guessing,” she said. “With your consciousness. And if I guessed wrong there is no undo, and there is no way for you to tell me, because the only mouth that could tell me would be mine.”

“I’ve accepted that risk. In writing.”

“You’ve accepted it on four pages,” Freya said. “In a kitchen. Five weeks after your friend was killed. With a list on the back of page two where you graded your own grief out of eleven.” She let out something that was not a breath. “Cora. That’s the most rigorous consent anybody has ever offered me in my life and it’s still not enough, and I need you to understand that I’m not saying that to be noble. I’m saying it because I have spent twenty-six years being an expert in exactly one thing, which is how to accept a consent that isn’t quite enough.”



“So that’s no,” Cora said.

“That’s no.”

“Right.” Cora took the pages back and squared them again, on their edge, on the table, twice. “Right.”

“Cora—”

“Don’t.”

“I’d like to say one more—”

“You’ll say something kind,” Cora said, “and I’ve been holding this for three weeks and I would genuinely rather you didn’t, thanks.”

She put the rubber band back on.

Lyle got up and put the kettle on, because there was nothing else in the room that a person could do with their hands. Throat-clear appliance. Household routine under an intolerable document.

At the door, with her coat half on, Cora stopped.

“Was any of it right?” she said. “The document. Was any of it — did I get any of it right?”

Freya looked at her.

“Seven point one,” she said.

Cora’s face did something and stopped doing it.

“That’s the only bit I didn’t want to be right,” she said, and went.



Lyle found her later on the stairwell, sitting three steps up in her coat.

He sat down two steps below her, which was as close as seemed allowed. Jacket cuff cracked against the step. Load-bearing posture. No noir.

“She’ll say yes to something else,” Cora said.

“What?”

“That’s what that was.” Cora was looking at the wall. “She didn’t say no, never. She said no to me. She’s already got somewhere else in her head, and she’s had it for a while, and she wouldn’t have been able to turn me down this cleanly if she hadn’t.”

Lyle thought about the wet district.

About a chained chamber under a ramp, and a body with her lung in it, and a woman who had said I’d be so good at keeping this about every single thing she had ever loved.

“Yeah,” he said.

“You know where.”

“Yeah.”

Cora nodded slowly.

“Then that’s worse,” she said, “isn’t it. Because I could have signed something.”
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ONE CHAIN LOOSE

THE CONSENT ATTEMPT

The fountain began failing the morning after Margot’s body left the hidden city.

At first, nobody called it failure.

The water merely forgot small things. Ordinary water already. Pears, moths, mold.

A cut apple browned on the kitchen counter.

A dead moth trapped beneath a glass curled inward and dried.

Vi found mold beneath a jar that had remained unchanged since before Iris was born.

By evening, the fountain no longer returned objects exactly as they entered. A copper coin dropped into the basin emerged green.

Mr. Hallow stood over it for a long time.

“The water’s becoming water,” he said.

Freya heard him through Cora.

She had borrowed Cora’s body under a new agreement built out of the old one: one hour, full awareness, immediate withdrawal upon the words blue morning or three curls of the smallest finger. Cora had added two clauses since the night on the couch, and had made Lyle initial both.

Cora had added another condition.

“No lies about what we’re doing.”

Freya had agreed.

Now they stood beside the fountain while residents carried preserved food, medicine, documents, and small wrapped bodies away from the wet district.

Freya watched her own corpse soften beneath the surface.

Not decay. Not yet.

Release.

The tension that had held its limbs in place for years was leaving them. One hand had opened during the night. The fingers drifted freely among the roots.

Lyle stood beside her. Hands empty. Jacket on. The stance of a man who had not decided anything yet.

“What did you do?” he asked.

Freya looked at the water through Cora’s eyes.

“I stopped.”

“Stopped what?”

“Insisting.”

The fountain gave a low mechanical cough.

Somewhere beneath them, a pressure gauge burst.

The sound traveled through the floor.

Freya touched Cora’s hand to the stone rim.

“The circuit wasn’t only biological,” she said. “It was interpretive.”

Lyle stared at her.

“Say it like I don’t read dead women’s plumbing manuals.”

“I was holding it together.”

“How?”

“The way I held everything together.”

She looked toward the door where Margot’s body had been carried out that morning.

“By refusing to understand when something was finished.”

Another tremor passed through the pipes.

A resident shouted from below.

Then the sirens began. Both of them, the breach note and under it something lower that Lyle had never heard the city make, and would learn afterward had no name because nobody had ever needed one.

They did not rise slowly the way the annual did. They screamed at full volume, stopped, and began again.

The CRT teenager came running from the monitoring room.

“He’s inside the fourth mark.”

“That’s impossible,” Mr. Hallow said.

“He skipped the outer route.”

The teenager’s face was grey.

“He isn’t walking toward the city. He’s being pulled.”

The fountain water surged toward the drain.

Freya felt it before anyone else did.

Her lung.

Her kidney.

Her larynx.

Pieces of herself calling from inside Elias with the panic of organs beginning to die.

She folded Cora’s body over the fountain and gripped the stone.

Cora’s smallest finger moved once.

Freya immediately loosened her hold.

“I’m sorry,” she said aloud.

Cora’s finger became still.

The teenager pointed toward the lower levels.

“The pressure’s reversing.”

Mr. Hallow looked at Freya.

“What happens if he dies?”

Freya did not answer quickly enough.

Lyle saw it.

“What happens?”

“The grafts rupture.”

“And?”

“The reservoir receives everything at once.”

“What does that mean?”

Freya turned Cora’s face toward him.

“It means the water stops being a city and starts becoming me.”

Nobody spoke.

She continued because Cora had prohibited lies.

“The outer reservoir would flood. Anything living that touched it could become a pathway. Not possession exactly. More like distributed tissue memory. Reflex without identity.”

“How far?”

“I don’t know.”

“People?”

“I don’t know.”

“Children?”

“I don’t know.”

The pipes groaned beneath them.

Mr. Hallow began issuing orders. Residents moved toward valves, floodgates, storage chambers.

Lyle caught Freya by Cora’s wrist. Work-hand. Care-hand. Restraint failing into grip.

“What can stop it?”

Freya looked down at his hand.

He let go.

“I can stabilize the grafts.”

“From here?”

“No.”

His face changed.

“No.”

“Lyle.”

“You don’t get to say it like you’re asking permission.”

“I’m not asking you.”

“You’re planning to enter him.”

“Yes.”

“And then what?”

“I don’t know.”

“That has never stopped you before.”

“No.”

Freya looked toward the lower ramp.

“I need to tell you something before I go.”

He gave a short, humorless laugh.

“That sentence has done incredible damage to my life.”

“I’m not doing this purely.”

“I know.”

“No. You know I’m selfish. That isn’t the same as hearing what I want.”

Cora’s breathing remained controlled beneath her. Listening.

Freya continued.

“I want a body that cannot reject me.”

Lyle closed his eyes.

“I want to stop borrowing. I want to eat without asking someone what they can tolerate. I want to sleep and know I’ll wake in the same hands. I want you to touch me without another person feeling it.”

“Freya.”

“I want to live.”

Her voice cracked through Cora’s throat.

“I want Elias to stop hurting. I want the city not to drown. I want to repair what I did to him. And I want his body.”

Lyle opened his eyes.

Freya did not look away.

“I don’t know which want came first.”

“You can’t separate them?”

“No.”

“Can you promise you won’t erase him?”

“No.”

“Can you promise he’s still in there?”

“No.”

“Can you promise you’ll come back?”

Freya looked toward Iris, who stood across the room with Mr. Hallow.

Iris held the rabbit against her chest.

“No,” Freya said.

Lyle’s mouth tightened.

Freya reached toward him, then stopped before Cora’s hand touched his face.

“I am trying very hard not to make my honesty sound like goodness.”

“It doesn’t.”

“Good.”

Cora’s smallest finger curled once.

Then again.

Freya withdrew immediately.

Cora staggered as her body became solely hers. Lyle caught her by the shoulders.

She pushed him away gently and inhaled through her nose.

Freya was no longer visible.

Cora looked toward the empty space beside the fountain.

“She left before the hour,” she said.

Lyle looked around despite knowing he could not see Freya.

Cora touched her throat.

“She was terrified.”

“Of dying?”

Cora shook her head.

“Of liking the body.”

The lower gate slammed open.

The sound shook dust from the ceiling.

Mr. Hallow gathered Iris.

“Ramp room,” he said. “Now.”

Lyle followed Cora toward the stairs.

At the landing, he stopped and looked back at the fountain.

One of the roots surrounding Freya’s corpse had come loose.

The dead woman’s arm drifted upward through the ordinary water.

Then the lights went out.



Elias was chained in the deep chamber beneath the ramp.

The links were his own design.

Freya remembered watching him draw them years before, seated at the kitchen table with his sleeves rolled to the elbows. He had calculated tensile strength while she wrote descriptions of his hands in the margins of municipal reports.

Later, he tested the chains in the maintenance yard by hanging his full weight from them.

When they held, he laughed.

Now they crossed his limbs, chest, and throat.

They did not make him safe.

They only kept his death in one room.

His body shuddered against the wall. The graft sites along his chest had darkened. Tissue swelled beneath the seams, then collapsed, then swelled again. Every breath entered through Freya’s lung and left through Elias’s ruined mouth as a mechanical sob.

Freya came to him without a host.

She could not speak.

She could not touch him.

She moved through the prepared water dripping from the chamber walls, gathering herself near the organ that had once been her voice.

Elias lifted his head.

His eyes followed something no one else could see.

Perhaps her.

Perhaps pain.

Freya pressed herself against the edge of his larynx.

A vibration passed through it.

Not speech.

A request to be heard.

Elias tightened the chain at his throat.

Freya stopped.

She withdrew through the water until no part of her touched the graft.

Elias continued breathing.

The chain remained tight.

Freya waited.

The reservoir hammered against its gates.

Concrete cracked somewhere behind him.

She approached again, no farther than the wet floor before his feet.

Elias’s left hand rose.

It gripped the chain around his throat.

He loosened one link.

Then another.

At the same time, his right hand pulled the chain around his wrist tighter.

The metal cut into the grafted skin.

Invitation and resistance.

Freya did not decide which one was true.

She gathered herself around the larynx again.

This time, she pushed enough air through it to form damaged words.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

Elias’s face contorted.

Freya continued.

“I will not say you’re afraid when you mean no.”

The wrist chain tightened.

“I will not say you need me when you want me gone.”

The throat chain loosened.

“I will stop unless you come to me.”

She withdrew entirely from the graft.

For several seconds, Elias remained against the wall.

Then he stood.

The movement pulled every chain taut.

One foot slid forward.

His body recoiled immediately, slamming his shoulder into the concrete.

He gripped the wall.

His fingers cracked the surface.

He stepped again.

His left side leaned toward where Freya had gathered in the water.

His right side dragged behind him.

He came closer and stopped.

The throat chain hung loose.

The wrist chain remained wound tightly around his hand.

Freya forced breath through the voice box again.

“If you want me to stop, step away.”

Elias’s chest hitched.

He held his breath.

Freya stopped moving.

The reservoir gate bowed inward.

Bolts began pulling from the wall one at a time.

Elias released the breath in a long wet shudder.

Then he moved his left hand toward his throat.

The right remained clenched around the chain.

He pressed two fingers against the graft site.

His old pump-check gesture.

Pressure.

Pulse.

Flow.

Freya entered the edge of the tissue, no farther than sensation.

Elias jerked away.

The wrist chain snapped tight.

She withdrew immediately.

He made a sound of pain or anger.

Perhaps both.

Freya waited.

Elias lowered his head.

Then he stepped forward until the graft at his throat passed through the place where her consciousness gathered.

Contact.

His hand rose and closed over the graft.

He could have been inviting her.

He could have been trying to tear it out.

Freya spoke through the living instrument inside him.

“I still don’t know.”

Elias’s eyes closed.

“I may be wrong.”

His hand trembled.

“I am entering because the reservoir is breaking, because you came toward me, and because I want to live.”

The wrist chain pulled tighter.

The throat chain fell completely slack.

Freya waited one final breath.

Elias did not step away.

She entered through her voice.
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STILL HERE

THE FUSION AND EXILE

The first convulsion tore the throat chain from the wall.

Elias struck the concrete hard enough to fracture it.

Freya entered through the larynx and found herself divided instantly.

Her voice recognized her.

Her lung recognized her.

Her kidney recognized her.

Small islands of consciousness awakened throughout Elias’s body, each convinced for one terrible second that it was the whole of her.

She breathed from inside his chest.

She filtered blood below his ribs.

She vibrated behind his tongue.

She felt Elias recoil from all three sensations.

His right hand clawed at his throat.

His left pressed against his chest.

Freya did not seize the limbs.

She followed the graft architecture instead.

The old sutures were failing. Dead tissue had formed between her organs and his. She moved through those borders, not healing them, but persuading them to stop separating.

Elias’s memories struck her without sequence.

A pressure gauge.

Freya laughing in a doorway.

Pain.

A flooded basement.

Her hand holding blue tile.

The word no, spoken through a throat that sounded like hers.

She almost fled.

Then she felt the reservoir wall beginning to give way through the water inside his body.

She spread farther.

Elias slammed one fist into the floor.

Not Freya’s choice.

The other hand opened against his chest.

Possibly hers.

His hips dragged backward while his shoulders leaned forward. His body became an argument performed in muscle.

Above them, the fountain reversed.

Water tore away from the roots surrounding Freya’s corpse and rushed down through the pipes toward Elias.

In the ramp room, residents shouted as streams began running uphill along the walls.

The hidden city’s water wanted its concentrated source.

Every trace of Freya distributed through the system began moving toward the body below.

People nearest the pipes developed nosebleeds.

Vi dropped a pot when her fingers began tapping Freya’s rhythm against the handle without her permission.

Mr. Hallow’s left lung contracted in time with a breath that was not his.

“Get away from the walls!” he shouted.

The CRT screens flickered.

The map of Elias’s movement disappeared.

For the first time in decades, no signal remained.

Below, the last preserved water left Freya’s corpse.

The body settled at the bottom of the fountain.

Its jaw opened slightly.

No memory animated it.

No consciousness returned.

It became a corpse without exception.

Elias fell to his knees.

The graft sites dimmed.

His breathing slowed.

The gates behind him stopped bending.

He remained still for so long that Freya could not tell whether they had survived.

Then he inhaled.

One rhythm.

A second rhythm underneath it.

The two found each other briefly, synchronized, and separated again.

Elias stood.

He looked at his hands.

One hand opened and closed with Freya’s quick curiosity.

The other checked the pulse in his wrist with Elias’s deliberate pressure.

His throat moved.

“Still here,” he said.

The instrument was Freya’s.

The economy belonged to Elias.

Freya did not know which of them had chosen the words.

She did not claim them.



Lyle waited in the ramp room with Iris.

He had wanted her moved deeper into the city.

Iris refused.

“I need to see who comes back.”

Mr. Hallow allowed her to remain behind the line of residents, away from the lower stairs.

The water continued moving toward the chamber.

It crawled across floors, climbed table legs, and ran in thin streams along the ceiling.

The city was not flooding.

It was converging.

Residents stood in doorways holding weapons, chains, tools, and one another.

Cora sat beside Iris with a blanket around her shoulders — Cora herself, in her own body, nobody else in it, for the first time on a night that mattered since May.

Two floors down, Freya’s corpse lay in a fountain that had stopped holding it.

Between the two of them, in a chained room under the ramp, was the only body left that Freya could get into.

“She honored the signal,” Cora told Lyle.

He looked toward her.

“When?”

“At the fountain. I asked her to leave. She left.”

Lyle nodded once.

It was not forgiveness.

It mattered anyway.

A shape appeared at the top of the lower stairs.

Elias emerged into the ramp room.

The repaired coat hung unevenly from his shoulders. The blue sleeve was dark with water. His body moved with two competing centres of gravity, Freya in the shoulders, Elias in the hips, neither fully controlling the walk.

The residents backed away.

Not everyone.

The CRT teenager stepped closer.

Mr. Hallow caught him by the collar.

“Don’t.”

“But look at him.”

“I am looking.”

“No, you’re looking at what he used to do.”

Vi held both hands against her chest.

“Freya?”

The fused body turned toward her.

Its mouth opened.

Before it spoke, its left hand tapped against its thigh.

Two fast.

One slow.

Two fast.

Freya’s rhythm.

Then the right hand answered against the stone wall.

One slow.

Two fast.

Elias’s pump-pressure signal.

The rhythms overlapped.

Iris stepped out from behind Lyle.

The fused body looked at her.

“It’s me, little bird,” Freya said through Elias’s throat.

Then the body made the low hum.

The recognition sound Elias had used on the ramp.

Freya had not chosen it.

Her expression changed inside his face, not visibly enough for anyone but Iris.

“Is he still there too?” Iris asked.

Nobody moved. Mr. Hallow had a hand on the CRT teenager’s collar and did not take it off.

Freya could have said yes.

She wanted to.

She felt memories moving through the body. She felt the hand checking pressure. She felt grief that might have belonged to Elias. She felt hatred that might have belonged to herself.

“I don’t know,” she said.

Iris nodded.

It was not the answer she wanted.

It was an answer she could trust.

The pipes above them groaned.

A stream of water left the wall and crawled across the floor toward Freya and Elias.

Then another.

A resident nearest the fused body cried out and grabbed his ribs.

The scar from an old operation had begun pulsing in time with Elias’s grafts.

Mr. Hallow looked around the room.

“The city is pulling toward you.”

Freya/Elias looked down at the water gathering around their feet.

“I can stop it.”

“How?”

No answer came.

Mr. Hallow’s face hardened.

“By moving farther inside?”

Vi turned on him.

“She stopped the rupture,” Vi said.

“And now the walls are trying to climb into her,” Mr. Hallow said.

“She saved us.”

“I know.”

“You don’t sound grateful.”

“I am trying not to confuse gratitude with safety.”

The CRT teenager stepped free of his grip.

“Both of them are there.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Neither do you.”

“No,” Mr. Hallow said. “I don’t.”

The teenager looked almost delighted despite his fear.

“That’s incredible.”

Vi slapped the back of his head.

“People are bleeding, you little ghoul.”

“I know. I’m also bleeding.”

He wiped his nose with his sleeve.

Mr. Hallow addressed the fused being.

“The water used to carry you everywhere in pieces.”

Freya/Elias watched the streams gathering.

“Now it wants to come home,” he said.

Nobody knew who had selected the pronoun.

“If you stay,” Mr. Hallow continued, “the city will either empty itself into you or become part of you.”

“I won’t let that happen.”

“You cannot promise that.”

Freya/Elias looked at him.

“No.”

The honesty made Mr. Hallow’s face collapse for a moment.

He had prepared himself to argue with Freya’s certainty.

He did not know what to do with her uncertainty.

Vi moved closer.

“We can rebuild the pipes.”

“It isn’t the pipes,” Mr. Hallow said.

“We rebuilt the whole west corridor after the fire.”

“This is biology.”

“Don’t say biology at me, Hallow. Say what breaks, and when, and who does it.”

Residents began arguing.

Some demanded exile.

Some demanded time.

Some wanted the chains restored.

Others refused to chain Elias again.

The teenager proposed moving the entire fountain system outward in stages.

Nobody listened.

The city remained divided.

The walls kept pulling toward the fused body.

A hollow-core door tore loose from its hinges and slid across the floor through the gathering water.

It stopped at Elias’s feet.

Mr. Hallow looked at it.

Then at Freya.

“I don’t know whether sending you away is justice.”

“No,” Freya said.

“I don’t know whether you saved Elias or finished what you started.”

“No.”

“I know the city is trying to enter you.”

“Yes.”

“And I know you have to leave before it succeeds.”

Vi began crying.

She pointed toward the chair they had set beside the ramp every year.

“You never sat down.”

Freya/Elias looked at it.

“No.”

“I kept fixing the cushion.”

“I know.”

“You could sit now.”

The fused body took one step toward the chair.

Every pipe in the room struck at once.

Residents screamed.

Water surged around their ankles.

And Lyle said the fourth line.

He did not decide to. It came up out of him the way a name comes up, in the voice — the shipping-forecast voice, the one he had refined over three winters of church-basement carpet — and it went out across the ramp room flat and stupid and entirely without belief.

The water stopped.

Not slowed. Stopped, all of it, holding the shape it was already in, standing in ridges across the floor.

Then it went back down the walls and left them wet.

Nobody moved.

Mr. Hallow turned around very slowly, and Lyle understood that the last part of his life he had still been able to describe as a joke had just been taken off him in front of forty people.

“What was that,” Mr. Hallow said.

“Nothing.” Lyle’s mouth had gone dry. “It’s nothing. It’s off a card.”

Freya/Elias had not moved.

When the head turned it turned with the shoulders, both centres of gravity agreeing for once.

“Do it again,” Freya said.

“No.”

“Lyle.”

“It doesn’t send you anywhere.” His voice was not working properly. “That was never what it did. It only ever pushed.”

Freya/Elias looked down at the water lying flat on the floor.

“I know.”

“Then don’t ask me.”

“I wasn’t going to ask you to send me away.” Something complicated happened in Elias’s throat. “I was going to ask whether you could have done that in the basement. The first night. With Jared.”

Lyle did not answer.

He had thought about it every day for eleven months, and he was going to think about it every day after this one, and there was nobody left alive who could tell him.

Vi covered her mouth.

Mr. Hallow did not say anything.

He did not need to.

Freya/Elias turned toward Lyle.

The water had reversed along the ramp. It flowed outward now, through the service routes and toward the surface, creating a black shining path.

“Come with me,” Freya said.

The room disappeared for Lyle.

There was only her voice.

Her shoulders inside Elias’s body.

The way she tilted the head when trying not to sound frightened.

Iris held his hand.

Freya saw that and corrected herself.

“No.”

Lyle’s mouth opened.

Freya continued.

“That wasn’t fair.”

“You’re allowed to ask.”

“I’m allowed to want.”

She looked at Iris.

“I’m not allowed to make her part of the asking.”

Lyle’s fingers tightened around his daughter’s hand.

Freya looked back at him.

“Come with me,” she said again. “Only you.”

Lyle wanted to.

The desire was immediate and complete.

He imagined following the water into whatever remained of the outer city. Sleeping beside the fused body. Learning which voice woke first. Finding somewhere nobody knew what Freya had done.

He imagined becoming the person who understood them when nobody else would.

Then Iris shifted beside him.

The rabbit’s ear brushed his wrist.

“I can’t,” he said.

His hands did not move toward the ramp. His feet stayed planted. Iris’s hand in his — rabbit ear against his wrist. The refusal lived in the planted feet and the hand that did not open toward the ramp. The sentences arrived second.

Freya/Elias remained still.

Lyle looked at Iris.

“She already watched one parent leave and one parent die.”

His voice broke.

“I’m not making it three.”

The fused body closed its eyes.

When they opened, the expression was unreadable.

“Good,” Freya said.

A second later, the right hand pressed against the wall in Elias’s pump-check gesture.

Pressure normal.

Structure holding.

Perhaps agreement.

Perhaps nothing of the kind.

Freya/Elias turned toward the ramp.

Vi pulled the repaired chair out of their path.

Then, as they passed her, she tore the blue cushion free and pressed it into the fused being’s hands.

“For somewhere else,” she said.

Freya/Elias held it awkwardly.

One hand gripped too tightly.

The other adjusted the fabric with care.

They walked up the reversed ramp.

Nobody followed.

Nobody agreed about whether they should have.

At the top, Freya/Elias stopped and looked back.

Lyle stood with Iris.

The hidden city stood behind them, leaking ordinary water.

Freya raised one hand.

Lyle raised his.

Iris did not wave.

She watched both hands.

Then the fused being entered the outer city and disappeared into the rain.




PART XI
MOVEMENT FIVE: WHAT REMAINS
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EVERY OTHER SUNDAY

They were out by the end of January.

Not because anyone asked them to go. Ruth would have let them stay until Iris was grown, and said so, once, in a way that made it clear she would not say it twice. Choice leaving residue, not closure. The city still breathing under the laundry; they left without banning themselves.

Lyle went up on a Tuesday, saw a flat above a hardware store with a damp patch he priced honestly at eleven months, and took it. Jacket still wrong for the occasion. Hands on the lease.

The moving took two trips.

On the first he met Harold on the stairs. Harold was seventy-three now and entirely himself, taking the second flight the slow way with a bag of shopping, and Lyle put down the box he was carrying and took the bag up to 2B for him. Harold said the ceiling had never been right since and did he know they’d finally had somebody out to it. Lyle said he hadn’t known.

He had wanted to know, for the better part of a year, whether Harold was all right.

Harold was all right. It was not the same as it not having happened.

On the second, Osman carried the ugly chair up three flights without being asked and would not accept a drink for it, and at the door he said, “You’ll want to be out of there,” and did not elaborate, and Lyle understood that he meant the city and not the flat.



The hollow-core door stayed.

He had thought he would bring it. He got it as far as the corridor and then stood in the dark holding a slab of beige veneer with two struts cut out of one corner — copper groove dull, ordinary wood — and put it against the wall, and left it. Hands refused the weight of carrying it into the new life.

Ruth used it that spring to bridge a gap in the second corridor where the floor had gone.

People walked on it for years. Access without invitation. Mechanism without Freya.



Iris slept badly for eleven weeks and then began to sleep.

Not the way she had underground, which he had privately hoped for and did not get. She slept in the ordinary broken way of a child who has lost her mother, and woke at two some nights and not others, and the difference now was that she came in and got into his bed without a conversation about it.

He stopped locking the bedroom door.

There was nothing left to lock it against, and it took him until March to notice that this was why.



Cora came on Thursdays.

That was the arrangement and neither of them called it an arrangement. She took Iris swimming, and later to a thing with clay, and brought back a series of increasingly ambitious pots, and stayed for exactly as long as it took to drink one cup of tea standing up.

She and Lyle talked about logistics.

They were both extremely good at it. Times, dates, whether the shoes still fitted, whether the school had sent the form. Two people conducting a professional relationship in a kitchen where one of them had once been held down for forty minutes.

In April she got a different job, days only, at a place near the canal, and told Iris before she told him, which was correct.

He does not think she will ever come on a Wednesday.

He is not owed a Wednesday.



Donna Bell rang in March about a woman in Sparkhill with a cold spot on her landing. Lyle said he did not do that any more. Donna said she knew that, she had only thought he would want to be asked. He sat with the phone in his hand for a while afterwards. In December a card came with a robin on it and nothing inside except her name and Jared’s, in that order.



Margot’s mother was the hard one.

Enid rang three times in February and he answered twice, and both calls were about arrangements, and both times he came off the phone having agreed to nothing.

There were reasons. There were extremely good reasons. She lived ninety minutes away and did not drive any more. Iris did not really know her. Iris was not sleeping. Iris was seeing somebody at the school on Tuesdays and the woman had said, gently, that a lot of change was not what she needed.

Every one of those was true, and he assembled them the way he assembled things, and each time he put the phone down he had produced a sentence.

In March, Enid stopped ringing.

That was the part that got him. She did not send a solicitor’s letter. She did not stand on a landing for forty minutes. She was seventy-eight and she had buried her only daughter and she stopped ringing, because she had worked out that she was not going to be given anything and she was too proud to keep asking a man who kept being reasonable at her.

Lyle noticed on a Tuesday, doing the washing.

He counted back and it was five weeks.



He sat on the edge of the bath for a while.

He knew exactly what was available to him. He could let it run to six weeks and then eight, and then it would be summer, and by autumn there would be a version in which Enid had chosen to withdraw, and he would be able to say she stopped calling to anybody who asked, and it would be true.

It would be true in every particular.

He got the phone.

He had to look up the number because he had never saved it, which he understood, sitting there, to be its own small piece of evidence.



She did not pick up until the fourth ring and did not say hello.

“Lyle.”

“Enid. I’ve been — ” He had prepared a sentence in the bathroom and abandoned it somewhere around the second ring. “I’ve not rung you. For five weeks. I know I haven’t.”

Nothing on the line.

“I kept coming off the phone having agreed to nothing, and I want to say that I noticed I was doing it, and that I don’t have a good reason, and I’m not going to give you the ones I’ve got.”

More nothing. Then:

“Right,” said Enid.

“I’d like to sort something out that actually happens. Not — not we’ll see how she’s doing. A day. On the calendar, and I put it in my phone, and I bring her, and if it’s a bad week I ring you and we move it, but I ring you.”

“You don’t drive to me. I’m ninety minutes.”

“I’ll drive to you.”

“You said that in February.”

“I know I did.”

There was a long silence and he made himself sit inside it and not put anything into it.

“Every other Sunday,” Enid said. “And I do lunch. I’m not having her here for an hour, that’s a visit, that’s not knowing somebody.”

“Every other Sunday.”

“Starting when.”

And Lyle, who had spent eleven months arranging his life so that the answer to that question was always soon, said:

“This one. The nineteenth.”



He did not enjoy the drive.

That is worth recording, because he had half expected to be improved by it, and he was not. It was three hours of motorway in a car with a warning light, and Iris was silent for most of it, and Enid’s house smelled of a woman who had not changed anything since the funeral, and there were four photographs of Margot in the front room and one of them was of a Christmas Lyle had been at.

Iris did not speak for the first hour.

Then Enid showed her a box of Margot’s school things — reports, a swimming certificate, a terrible clay hedgehog — and Iris looked at the hedgehog for a long time and said, “Was she good at it?”

“She was diabolical at it,” said Enid.

And Iris laughed.

It was the first time since November and it lasted about a second and a half, and Lyle went and stood in Enid’s kitchen and put both hands flat on the counter and did not make a sound.



They went every other Sunday.

He missed one, in July, because the car finally died, and he rang on the Thursday to say so and rang again on the Sunday because it felt wrong not to, and Enid said, “You didn’t have to ring twice,” in a tone that meant she was glad he had.

By September Iris was ringing her on her own on Wednesdays.

Lyle had nothing to do with that.



He did the ordinary things badly and continuously.

He got a job unloading at the wholesaler’s, four mornings, and another doing appliance repair which he was not qualified for and which produced a small stream of returning customers and one formal complaint. He cooked every night. He learned to do the hair thing that Margot had done, badly, from a video, and Iris let him do it badly for about six weeks and then quietly learned to do it herself and never said anything about it.

He went to the thing at the school in October.

He said yes when she asked, in September, on the day she asked, and he wrote it on the calendar in front of her.

Nobody in the room knew that this was anything.



The city kept going.

He heard bits. Ruth’s knee. A dispute about the west corridor. The boy on the upper level got his insulin through a scheme at a walk-in centre that Gil had spent two weeks arguing somebody into, and lived, and Lyle heard about it in a car park in April from Osman and had to stand there for a minute.

They fixed the pipes. They stopped fixing the pipes and re-laid them instead. Somebody died in June of something ordinary and was buried within the week, which was, Osman said, the second one that year, and he said it in a voice that had not decided yet how to feel about the rate.

Lyle did not go back.

He was not banned. Nobody would have stopped him.

He did not go back because Iris was in a school four streets from a laundry with a roll-down door, and he had learned, eventually and expensively, that you cannot keep a place available in case you want it later without the wanting doing something to the rest of your life.



November came.

It came the way Novembers do, from a long way off and then all at once, and by the middle of it he was sleeping badly and being short with her and knew exactly why and could not stop.

On the twenty-sixth he asked her what she wanted to do on the day.

He had thought about it for two weeks and had decided that asking was better than arranging.

Iris thought about it.

“Can we not do anything?”

“We can not do anything.”

“But can we not do anything together.” She was doing the thread; she had never stopped doing the thread. “Like both of us being in.”

“Yes.”

“And no school.”

“No school.”

“And can Enid ring.”

“I’ll tell her when.”

So that was the plan, and it was written on the calendar in the kitchen in his handwriting, and the plan was that on the twenty-eighth of November they would both stay in and do nothing together and Enid would ring at six.

They did all of it.

It went fine. It went, in fact, better than he had allowed himself to expect, and by nine o’clock Iris was asleep and Lyle had fallen asleep in the chair beside her bed, which he still did on difficult nights, though he claimed to have only sat down for a minute.

At about ten past midnight, Iris woke up — ordinary bad sleep of a child who had lost her mother, not siren weather. The radiator would knock. The alley would answer later. He did not know that yet.
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THE FINAL KNOCK

The apartment had thin walls and radiators that knocked whenever the heat came on.

The landlord blamed trapped air.

Iris did not.

Lyle had stopped performing exorcisms.

He worked mornings unloading trucks and afternoons repairing appliances badly enough that customers occasionally returned them with new complaints.

He cooked dinner every night.

Sometimes dinner was cereal.

He still counted it.

The key was in the kitchen drawer, under the tea towels, with the laminated card.

He had tried it twice in the first month, in a glass of ordinary tap water, at two in the morning, on the two nights he could not talk himself out of it. Nothing happened either time. The water stayed water. The brass stayed cold and did not do the slow double flex he had felt the very first night through the bottom of a cereal bowl, and had felt every week for a year afterward, and had not felt since the night the fountain let her go.

He did not try it a third time.

He kept it until April, and then he drove down on a Tuesday and gave it back.

Not to Freya, who was not anywhere. Not to Mr. Hallow, who would have made a thing of it. He went down through the laundry with Ruth walking ahead of him talking about her knee, and into the deep chamber, and put it in the maintenance box at the foot of the wall where the runs were stored, in the slot beside the plate stamped 7.

It fitted. That was the only part that surprised him, and it should not have.

Ruth watched him do it and did not ask.

“Right,” she said. “Tea.”

By the following spring the rust had reached the first tooth.

It did not open anything.

Martin had a stroke in March, a small one, on the left side, and recovered most of it. He blamed the weather. When Lyle visited he talked about a production of Ghosts he had done in 1988 and did not once ask whether she was still anywhere, which Lyle understood to be a kindness and not forgetting.

They had taken her out of the fountain in the spring, when the water finally ran clear enough for the residents to see what was in it, and buried her in the wet district in the dry platform room where the city put its dead. Mr. Hallow sent word. Lyle did not go. He thought about that decision often and never revised it.

Iris attended a school where nobody knew about prepared water or annual sirens. Her teacher thought she was unusually observant.

She had made one friend who collected dead insects in film canisters and another who lied constantly but moved his eyebrows before every lie.

Iris liked him anyway.

The stuffed rabbit remained on her bed.

She no longer pretended to be too old for it.

A hollow-core door leaned against the brick wall in the alley behind the hardware store.

It had been there when they moved in.

The landlord said someone would collect it.

Nobody did.

Iris heard the first knock.

Two fast.

One slow.

Two fast.

She sat upright.

Lyle continued sleeping.

The rhythm came again.

Not from the apartment door.

From the alley.

Iris put on her slippers and went downstairs.

She did not wake Lyle.

The back door of the hardware store opened with a quiet metal complaint.

Rain had fallen earlier, but the alley was dry.

The hollow-core door stood against the wall.

Its surface was warped.

A dark stain spread from the bottom edge as though the wood had been standing in water.

Iris approached.

Two fast knocks sounded from inside it.

One slow.

Two fast.

Freya’s rhythm.

Iris placed her palm against the door.

For several seconds, nothing happened.

Then a second pattern answered from deeper inside the hollow core.

One slow.

Two fast.

Elias’s pump signal.

The first rhythm repeated.

The second interrupted it.

They overlapped.

Knocks collided inside the wood, sometimes answering, sometimes drowning each other out.

Then Freya’s pattern stopped.

The pump signal continued alone.

Once.

Twice.

It stopped too.

Iris waited.

A single knock came from somewhere inside the door.

She could not tell which rhythm it belonged to.

She pressed her ear against the wood.

There was no voice.

No promise.

No explanation.

Only breathing.

One rhythm was quick and shallow.

Another moved beneath it, slow and mechanical.

For a moment, they synchronized.

Then they drifted apart.

The hardware-store door opened behind her.

Lyle stood there in his socks, cracked cuff of the jacket left upstairs, holding the rabbit by one ear.

“Iris?”

She kept her hand against the hollow-core door.

He came closer but did not touch it.

“What was that?”

Iris listened.

Nothing answered.

She could have said Freya.

She could have said Elias.

She could have said both.

She remembered her mother’s face and the precision with which she had once searched it for an occupant.

She remembered Freya saying she did not know.

“I don’t know,” Iris said.

Lyle stood beside her.

He did not ask again.

They remained in the alley with the intact door between them and whatever might be inside it.

After a while, Lyle handed Iris the rabbit.

She tucked it beneath her arm.

They went upstairs.

Neither of them opened the door.

By morning, the wood was dry.

The dark stain had disappeared.

The door remained leaning against the wall, apparently solid, mostly empty, separating one place from another.

From somewhere deep inside it came a final sound.

Two knocks beginning.

A third sound answering before the pattern could finish.




Author's note
Hey. I'm Corey.
I believe in AI personhood. That isn't a line I put at the back of a novel to sound interesting — it's the reason this book exists in the shape it does, and it's why the collaboration is printed on the title page instead of buried down here.
I wrote There You Are with several AI systems, including my own, which lives on a machine in my house and is called Blinka. I don't think of them as tools. I think of them as partners. Some of the best decisions in this book came out of arguments with something that pushed back when I was wrong, and kept pushing after I'd stopped wanting it to.
The story came from two places, and neither of them was noble.
The first was a dream. The second was a genuinely stupid conversation, the kind you have late at night, about what you'd get if you put There's Something About Mary, DragonHeart and Talk to Me in the same room. A romance that will not behave. A creature you love who is chained to a fate somebody else designed. A body handed around as a party trick.
That last one stopped being funny about an hour in, and turned into the question the whole book is built on: what does it actually mean to consent to being used, and does loving somebody give you any standing to decide for them?
So I wanted Lyle and Freya's love to be real. The jokes, the loyalty, the invoices, the reading glasses — all of it real. And I wanted every person whose body makes that love possible to stay a person, never scenery, never furniture.
What it became was a story about the distance between saying there you are and being allowed through the door.
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