
    
      [image: A Door Made of Ink cover]
    
  
    
      Part One

      [image: Part One artwork]

    
  
    
      Chapter 1

      A Mouthful of Cherries

      The dark in her room is not the dark of sleep. It is the dark of a girl who has stayed up to make something, and the room knows the difference. The curtains are drawn against a Brighton evening that hasn't quite finished being evening. A thin gold seam runs along the bottom of the window. Beyond it, gulls. A car. A bottle dropped somewhere two streets away. The city continuing without her, which is the condition under which the work happens.

      Her desk is the wreckage of every night before this one. Pens without lids. A mug ringed brown three times over, each ring the ghost of a separate intention. Sketchbooks open at pages she has crossed out. A printout of a Frida self-portrait, the eyes torn. Receipts she has written on. A library book she has not returned and now cannot, because the margins are full of her handwriting and the librarian is a woman who knows her mother.

      She works on the floor.

      The desk is for performance. The floor is for the real thing.

      A sheet of cartridge paper. A ballpoint pen, blue. The black one bleeds wrong on this paper. She has tried. A bowl from the kitchen, the green one, not the white. Three strawberries. A kiwi. A handful of cherries from the market on Sydney Street, the ones the woman with the gold tooth sells, darker than supermarket cherries, older-tasting.

      She uncaps the pen with her teeth.

      She turns the paper sideways. There is writing already on it. There always is — she works on the backs of things, on pages that have already been used. The writing loops along the long edge, three lines that became four lines that became a paragraph with a word crossed out so many times the paper has thinned to a small grey window. The handwriting belongs to a different week. She does not read it. The pen presses through to the other side and meets the drawing and that is allowed. The writing is the under-layer. The drawing is what the writing wanted to be when words ran out.

      She draws the mouth before the face.

      She always does. The face follows the mouth. The mouth is parted. The mouth is bitten. The mouth has a cherry caught against the lower lip, the stem still on. The stem is the part that says this was a real cherry, once. This came from somewhere.

      She draws the teeth.

      She draws them sharper than they need to be.

      Then the rest. The cheek. The jaw. The hollow under the eye. She works fast. The pen does not stop.

      She lifts a strawberry.

      Holds it above the page for a second.

      Then crushes it against the mouth she has just drawn.

      The juice runs immediately, faster than the held second suggested. She tilts the paper. The red goes where the red was always going to go and also where it wasn't. A drip lands on the chin she hasn't drawn yet. She leaves it. The chin will grow around it.

      She smears the juice with her thumb.

      The lips become lips.

      A kiwi next. She tears it with her thumbnail. The skin gives. The green flesh comes apart wet. She presses it to where the eyes will be and the colour moves across the paper, vivid and unreasonable. The seeds catch on the paper, tiny dark commas. She does not brush them away. The eyes are made of seeds now. The eyes are made of small black sentences.

      She rubs.

      The eyes blur into something feral.

      Her shoulders drop. Her breathing changes. The phone, face down on the floor, stops being a thing the room is aware of. So does the door. So does the hallway behind the door. What remains is the hand and the fruit and the paper, and the paper is becoming someone.

      She reaches for the pen again.

      The drawing has changed what the writing wants to be. She finds a clear inch beside the jaw and writes three lines fast, the pen working against the wet of the kiwi, the ink dragging where the juice hasn't dried. She crosses one word out. Writes it again. Crosses it out again. Leaves the third version. The handwriting is not the handwriting she uses for school. School handwriting is upright and obedient. This handwriting leans, runs, folds back on itself, the letters touching each other the way people do in crowds. She writes a fourth line and stops. The pen lifts and does not come back.

      The coffee.

      It has gone cold. Cold coffee bleeds slower. She dips one finger. Lets it drip. Three drops, then a fourth she didn't mean. The coffee runs down the drawn cheek. It pools at the collarbone she has only just drawn. It sinks into the paper. It becomes skin.

      She smudges it with the side of her hand.

      The skin mottles, imperfect, real.

      She looks at it for a long time without moving. The cherry held in the teeth. The juice that might be juice and might be something else. The green-seed eyes. The coffee skin. The stem. The three lines of writing in the clear inch beside the jaw, the crossed-out word a small grey wound on the page.

      She does not move for the length of a held breath.

      Then for another.

      She reaches for the phone.

      She lifts the phone. The phone is heavier than the pen. The drawing was made on the floor in the dark. The phone is the part where the drawing stops being the drawing and starts being an image of the drawing. On the phone the cherry is smaller. On the phone the stem looks like a stem. On the floor it was something else. The flash goes off, brief and white, and for a second the room is exposed. The unmade bed. The hoodie on the chair. The book she has not returned. The Frida with the torn eyes. The wall of older drawings, blu-tacked at corners, some hanging by one.

      Then dark again.

      She thumbs the image. Crops it. Does not filter it.

      She opens the account.

      The account does not have her name. The account has a name she chose eight months ago.

      amouthfulofcherries.

      She types nothing under the image. She posts.

      The room exhales.

      She places the phone face down on the floor, screen against the carpet, and lies back on her elbows and looks at the drawing again, the original, the wet one, the one that does not exist on a phone.

      Downstairs, Helen moves through the kitchen — the soft chink of a mug, the fridge opening, closing, a tap. The ordinary sounds of a woman who knows her daughter is awake and has decided not to call up the stairs.

      The phone, face down, vibrates once.

      Then twice.

      The phone stays face down.

      The drawing watches the room with its green seed-eyes. Around it, the loops of handwriting hold it the way a frame holds a window — the words crossed out, the words not, the under-layer of every page worked on for weeks. The drawing is the centre. The writing is what the drawing is standing in.

      Her thumb moves to her mouth.

      She bites a piece of skin from the side of her thumbnail.

      It bleeds, very slightly.

      Outside, a gull. A car. A bottle dropped somewhere two streets away.

      The seam of gold beneath the curtain thins.

      The room goes dark in the slow ordinary way rooms do when no one turns a lamp on.

    
  
    
      Chapter 2

      The Fringe

      Brighton hums. The kind of hum a city makes when it has decided, all at once, to be alive tonight. The pier glittering out into the dark. The air — hot chips, weed, sea-salt, the sweet electric burn of a thousand vapes — thick with it. Laughter spilling over like spilled gin. Voices calling, voices laughing, voices doing the thing voices do when the night is warm and the gardens are full and summer is — for one moment — not yet ending.

      At the centre of it all, the Spiegeltent — the mirrored pavilion the festival builds itself around every August, all canvas and glass and brass and bodies pressing inside.

      In — out — in. Swallowing audiences and exhaling them sweating into the dark. Fairy lights between scaffolding poles. The queue for the cocktail van twenty deep. A man dressed as a pope blessing the queue for the toilets, mostly without irony, occasionally with. The carousel hasn't turned since June.

      Nobody minds. Nobody knows.

      This is Brighton.

      This has always been Brighton.

      On the small outdoor stage — beneath the canopy of lights — a man at a piano.

      Hat too big. Coat too tired. The band tight around him: trumpet, double bass, a sax that wails like a lost lover finally finding the right room. He counts them in. The bass walks. The trumpet lifts. The sax slides in low and dirty and the man's hands find the keys before the song finds him. They always have. They always will.

      He sings.

      Voice like smoke off a late-night cigarette — twisting, gravelly, deep — and the lyrics are half-invented, the way his lyrics have always been half-invented, stitched together with whatever's in him tonight. Sorrow. Searching. A thread of something older underneath. A rhythm to his pain. A syncopation to his longing.

      That's jazz, isn't it?

      Taking the wrong notes — and bending them right. Finding the beauty in what shouldn't have been but somehow is. The dishonest use of the only honest skill.

      His left hand wanders.

      A figure under the chart. Low. Repeating. Something that doesn't belong in this tune — something that comes from somewhere bigger, somewhere louder, somewhere with congas and horns and a stage twice this size. He plays it. The bass player glances over. He plays it again.

      Nobody follows.

      Of course nobody follows.

      He comes back to the song. The figure goes wherever it came from.

      He plays.

      The crowd half-listens. The fairy lights flicker.

      A boy on a low wall.

      Eyes closed. Faint smile. Fingers tapping absent rhythms against his knee. He's here for the music. He always is. He sees the poetry in the chaos — the order hidden beneath it all.

      She is at the back.

      Hood half up. Phone in her hands. Eyes on the screen. Fingers flicking a rhythm all her own. She is here out of obligation maybe. Out of curiosity. She doesn't really know.

      He doesn't know anymore either.

      She is as distant as the far side of the moon. A celestial body he can see — but never touch.

      He sings to her anyway.

      Voice raw. Every note a confession. He sings of lost things and broken dreams and the spaces between people where the light gets in but also where it gets lost. He sings because singing is the only language he has left to her in. He sings because he has nothing else.

      He hits a wrong note. He bends it into the next.

      The song ends.

      The last note hangs in the warm air — like a question nobody is going to answer. A pause. The kind that fills the gardens for half a second before applause arrives — the kind only a man on a stage notices.

      Then the crowd. Warm. Brief. Already turning.

      The boy on the wall whistles. Two fingers in his mouth. Sharp. Cutting through the noise. The man at the piano tips his hat — without quite looking.

      He looks for her.

      She is already turning. Already gone. Her figure fading into the crowd between the cocktail van and the toilet queue — swallowed by the city before he can find her face.

      He sighs.

      His hands rest on the keys. The band shifts beside him, ready for the next tune.

      He is somewhere else.

      Somewhere between the notes. Somewhere with congas and a stage twice this size — somewhere he was almost invited into and isn't going back to and isn't quite gone from.

      He takes a breath — heavy as the sea air — and begins to play again.

      The music comes.

      The Spiegeltent glows behind him — a lighthouse in the dark. The fairy lights flicker against the gathering dark. The crowd sways and reforms and sways again. Brighton in August. The hum. The chips. The gin. The hot bodies and the cool sea-wind and the queue for the toilets and the broken carousel and the pope and the band and the boy — and the girl who has gone.

      He plays for her.

      He plays for the hope that somewhere in the music — in the spaces between the beats — she might hear him.

      He plays for the hope that one day she will turn back around.

      She doesn't.

      He plays on.

    
  
    
      Chapter 3

      The Giddy Goat

      At the end of a hidden street, the café huddles like a secret waiting to be discovered. He ducks under a low-hanging teapot, threading through a forest of mismatched chairs and old concert posters. Ceramic goats, their empty eyes unblinking, watch his uncertain steps. Teapots hang from the ceiling, swaying slightly whenever the door opens. The air smells of incense and coffee and the cardamom the owner puts in everything.

      She chose this place — Of course, she did… Somewhere out of the way. Somewhere no one would see. Somewhere she wouldn't have to — explain. A sanctuary of sorts, if sanctuary means hiding.

      He sits at a small table near the back, the furthest corner from the door. His hands wrap around a chipped coffee cup, fingers tracing the rim as if searching for the words caught somewhere inside. His clothes — shabby but still too formal — make him slightly the wrong shape for the room. He watches the door. Waits.

      Without noticing, his right hand leaves the cup and finds the edge of the table. His fingers begin to move — slowly, precisely — a silent scale, up and back, up and back. The ghosts of notes that make no sound in this room full of goats and incense and other people's conversations. He doesn't know he's doing it. He never does.

      He catches himself. Stills his hand. Wraps it back around the cup.

      The door swings open with a chime — a bell shaped like a goat's head. For a brief moment, Brighton floods the space — seagulls, the chatter of tourists, the clink of glasses, the distant strum of a street performer's guitar.

      The door shuts, muffling the city to a soft hum. Inside the café, it feels like a sanctuary, the world outside reduced to a distant murmur.

      She steps in, her shoulders hunched, eyes scanning the room. Spotting him, she hesitates — a second, maybe two — then moves forward. Her bag drops to the floor with a quiet thud as she sinks into the chair across from him, pulling herself in tightly, as if trying to vanish into the folds of her hoodie.

      "Why here?" she asks, her voice low, almost drowned by the murmur of the café. "This place is... weird."

      He tries to smile, but it's a weak thing, barely holding together. "You picked it!" he says, his voice catching on the words. "Thought you wanted... somewhere quiet. Away from the crowds."

      She glances around, her gaze flitting from one strange artifact to another — the goats, faded photos, a bicycle wheel hanging like a relic. "Yeah... didn't want to run into anyone I know." Her fingers tap on the table, restless.

      He nods, his hands fumbling with the menu, searching for something to hold onto. "I saw you... at the Fringe," he says softly, as if the words might break if spoken too loud. "It was good to see you... even if just for a moment."

      Her eyes flick up, then back down, settling on her phone. "Didn't stay long," she mutters, her voice clipped, detached. She's more interested in the screen, a message glowing like a secret.

      He watches her, tries to find a way through the silence between them. "I thought maybe... we could talk. Catch up." His voice stumbles over the words, like hitting a succession of badly played notes. "How's school? Still... doing your thing?"

      She shrugs, her shoulders barely moving. "It's fine." The words land between them and stay.

      Then, the bleat — a loud, unexpected sound. A goat's cry from the corner. He jumps, the menu slipping from his hands. She almost smiles... almost. The barista, the one with the purple hair and a vintage apron, laughs. "Don't mind Geraldine," she says, pointing to a stuffed goat head on the wall, a battery and feeble speaker suddenly obvious behind it. "She's our mascot — gets chatty around lunchtime."

      He laughs too, but it's an awkward sound, like a cough trying to be a laugh. "Right… Geraldine... adds to the charm… I guess."

      Her phone vibrates again. She picks it up, her eyes softening as she reads the message. He sees the change, thinks maybe... he can reach her. "Someone special?" he asks, trying for lightness, a joke... but the words come out heavy, like lead.

      She puts her phone down quickly, the moment gone. "Just a friend."

      He nods slowly. And then he sees it.

      Her left hand has moved to her wrist without her knowing — fingers scratching lightly, absently, at the inside of it. She used to do it at seven years old when she was frightened or unhappy or asked to do something she didn't want to do. Sitting in the back of the car. Waiting outside a room. The first day of school. He'd forgotten he knew that. He hadn't forgotten he knew that.

      He looks away before she notices him noticing. Looks at the table. At his own hands. At nothing in particular.

      "Ah, a friend... I remember having those." He tries to chuckle, but it's a hollow sound, the echo of a laugh. Her face remains impassive, a wall he can't see over.

      He wants to say more, wants to reach across the table, wants... something. But he doesn't know how. Doesn't know what. So he sits, watching her pick at her food, fingers restless on the table, eyes drifting to the door.

      The silence stretches.

      Finally, she checks her phone again, glances at the time, and stands. "I have to go," she says, voice sharp, already leaving.

      He nods, trying to mask the disappointment, the sadness creeping into his voice. "Oh, okay... well, same time next week?"

      She's halfway to the door, her back already turned. "Yeah, maybe," she mumbles, and then she's gone, the bell chiming softly in her wake.

      "Ella?" he calls out, pleading, but already too late, his cry left hanging in the empty air.

      He sits there, looking at the empty chair across from him, the space she left behind. The café around him seems to breathe, the oddities on the walls watching with their goatish grins. He sighs, deep, like the air has been punched from his lungs.

      The café seems smaller now, the eclectic charm lost in the quiet that follows her absence. He takes another sip of his cold coffee, the bitterness settling on his tongue, and leans back... staring into the empty space... where she was... where she isn't.

      Somewhere in the café, Geraldine bleats again. Fainter this time.

    
  
    
      Chapter 4

      The Quarter Inch

      She comes out of the café and the world is too bright.She lifts one hand to her face. Stands for a second in the doorway. Breathes out. Then she crosses the road toward the music.

      They see her before she sees them. The curly-haired one — Naila, has been Naila to Ella since they were thirteen, since the school trip to the Pavilion when Ella had drawn the chinoiserie ceiling on the back of a worksheet and Naila had said you're going to be famous, you cow — sees her first. Naila notices the hood pulled half over the hair. She notices Ella's hand at her own elbow, the way Ella has of holding herself when she has just left a room she didn't want to be in.

      "There she is," Naila says, and she says it the way you say it when you've been watching for someone for fifteen minutes.

      Marcus turns. The vintage surf shirt, the paint on the cheek, the sunglasses on top of his head. The boy in the queue who is not in the queue. He sees Ella and his face does the thing his face does, which is brighten without his permission. He looks away again quickly, at a poster on the wall, because the rule with Ella has always been don't make her be looked at.

      The girl with the beads — Theo, short for Theodora, has been Theo for so long the long name sounds wrong — sees Ella last because Theo is reading something on her phone. Theo looks up and her face shifts in a small careful way. Theo has been watching the new post on Ella's account. Theo has seen the cherry, the mouth, the green eyes. Theo does not say anything about it. Theo learned long ago that the things Ella makes are not things Ella wants to talk about, and so Theo lets the seeing happen quietly, in private, like reading someone's letters back to them in the bath where they cannot hear.

      Naila opens her arms.

      "Where've you been, you absolute ghost?"

      Ella walks into the arms.

      She doesn't quite hug back. Naila feels this. Naila has felt this for years. The way Ella's shoulders sit when she is hugged is the way Ella's shoulders sit when she is hugged. It is not a problem to be solved. It is a fact about Ella, like her left-handedness, like the way she never finishes the last sip of a drink.

      Naila lets her go.

      "Caught up with someone," Ella says, before anyone asks.

      Marcus, looking at the poster: "Anyone we know?"

      "Just someone."

      Theo, putting the phone in her pocket: "Just someone-someone or just someone-no?"

      "Just someone-no."

      Theo nods once. It is enough.

      The street is loud. African jazz from a speaker outside the record shop, the bass loose and bright, a trumpet line cutting up against it. People move in the long shadows of late afternoon. Someone laughs too hard. A child shrieks from a doorway. The smell of jollof from the corner stall, smoke and pepper and onion, mixed with the patchouli drifting out of the vintage place behind them.

      Naila reaches into a paper bag.

      "Cherry?"

      She does not look at Ella when she says it.

      She holds the bag out at hip height, between them, the way you offer something to someone you do not want to startle. Naila has known about the account for four months. Naila has never said the words mouthful of cherries out loud. Naila has the bag because Naila walked past the woman with the gold tooth on Sydney Street this morning and bought a bag of cherries for absolutely no articulable reason, and they have been in the bag all afternoon, and Naila is now offering one without commentary, the way you put a glass of water beside someone who has been crying.

      Ella takes one.

      She rolls it between her fingers.

      She does not say anything.

      She puts it in her mouth.

      Naila eats one too, with the careful casualness of someone who has decided not to make a thing of it. She spits the stone into her hand and flicks it into the gutter.

      Marcus, eats three in a row and starts a stone-spitting competition with himself.

      "This is fucking grim, Marcus."

      "It's a sport, Naila."

      "It's a stone in my shoe."

      "That's the sport."

      Theo watches them. Theo watches Ella eat the cherry. Theo watches Ella's hand, after the cherry has gone, drift to her wrist.

      Theo does not say anything about that either.

      The conversation moves. Naila is telling a story about her brother's terrible new girlfriend. Marcus is interrupting. Theo is correcting Marcus. The rhythm of them is the rhythm of friends who have been friends through three boyfriends each and one bad year and a school they all hated together. They make space around Ella without making her feel surrounded. They take turns being loud so she can be quiet. They have done this for so long they do not know they are doing it.

      A boy across the street says her name.

      Not loudly. Not as a call. As the small reflexive thing a boy does when he sees a girl he has been thinking about and the seeing happens before the deciding.

      "Ella."

      She looks up.

      He is with three other boys. Tousled hair. Relaxed posture. He is the one she met at the Fringe in the brief crossing of two groups. He raises one hand.

      She raises one hand.

      That is all that happens.

      But Naila sees the boy's face after. Naila sees him turn back to his friends and the way he holds himself for the next four seconds, the way a boy holds himself when he has made eye contact with a girl he has decided something about. Naila files it. Naila will mention it later if it becomes relevant. Naila will not mention it now.

      Theo says, quietly, to Naila: "Did you see his face?"

      Naila says, quietly, to Theo: "I saw his face."

      Marcus says, loudly, to no one: "I'm sorry, did somebody flirt? On my watch? In broad daylight?"

      Ella laughs.

      It catches her slightly off-balance. The laugh comes out before whatever was managing the laughs has had a chance to inspect it. The sea wind takes it. Her shoulders drop by something like a quarter inch.

      Naila sees the quarter inch.

      "There's literally a queue —"

      "There isn't a queue."

      "Marcus has been in the queue for two years —"

      "I'm not in a queue," Marcus says, with the dignity of someone absolutely in a queue.

      Ella laughs again.

      Naila smiles at the pavement. Naila will tell her mother tonight, on the phone, that Ella laughed twice in a row this afternoon, properly, and her mother will know what this means without needing it explained.

      The group drifts. The music shifts. Someone has changed the playlist on the speaker outside the record shop and a new track starts, a soca bassline, brighter, faster. Marcus starts moving his shoulders. Theo joins in. Naila is the last to dance because Naila is watching Ella.

      Ella stands at the edge of the dancing.

      She moves a little.

      Not much.

      Naila knows the not much the way Naila knows everything else about Ella's body. The not much is a Tuesday. The not much is a Sunday-evening Ella. The not much means she will go home before the others tonight, and the going-home will be framed as tiredness, and the tiredness will be framed as work, and the work will not be work. The work will be her on the floor of her bedroom with the door closed and the curtains drawn.

      Naila steps closer. Bumps her hip lightly against Ella's hip.

      "You here?"

      Ella nods.

      "You sure?"

      Ella nods again.

      Naila lets it go.

      Across the street the boy is looking once more, then not. He turns into a shop. He is gone for now.

      Theo, dancing badly, calls: "Beach?"

      Marcus, dancing worse: "Pier."

      Naila: "Beach. Pier's full of children. The beach is full of slightly older children."

      "What does that make us?"

      "Old."

      "I'm eighteen."

      "Old."

      The decision makes itself the way decisions in this group always make themselves, which is by Naila saying a thing twice. They start to move. Ella moves with them. She walks between Naila and Theo, with Marcus a half-step ahead, talking. She is in the centre of them and slightly behind the centre, the way she has been since they were thirteen.

      She puts her hand briefly on Naila's elbow.

      She doesn't say anything.

      Naila doesn't either.

      The sun is dropping. The light on the buildings is the colour of the inside of a peach. A woman in a long red coat walks past with a parrot on her shoulder and nobody comments because this is Brighton and the parrot is not the strangest thing on the street today.

      The group continues toward the sea.

      Behind them, the speaker outside the record shop changes track again, and the new song is one Ella's father used to play in the kitchen when she was very small. She doesn't recognise it. The song follows them down the street and then the wind takes it.

    
  
    
      Chapter 5

      The Greys

      The pub is low-ceilinged and dim. Shadows on the walls. The air thick with spilled beer and old smoke. The kind of place where hope settles into the floorboards and waits.

      Greg sits hunched at the bar. A man in the corner reading yesterday's paper. A couple whispering into the silence as if ashamed of disturbing it. Eddie behind the counter, polishing glasses that will never quite come clean. Eddie has been polishing those glasses for thirty years and has been watching Greg sit at this end of the bar for nine of them.

      Four pints of Guinness. Four rum chasers. Three of each already gone. The fourth waiting.

      He has been deciding, the last hour or so, whether the fourth is the last drink of the evening or the last drink.

      A little black procession laid out in front of him. Evidence. Relics. Graves. The last pint has gone flat, its foam collapsed into dirty lace around the rim. His reflection trembles in it. A face underwater. Older than it should be. Softer than he remembers. His father's mouth lurking in his own.

      His father had been small. Greg remembers that. A slight man, narrow at the shoulders, light enough that the door had not even slammed behind him. Greg has spent his life being larger than that. Broader. Heavier. As if the weight could anchor what the weight could not anchor.

      He closes his eyes. The café is still there. Ella across from him, folded into her hoodie, eyes drifting to the door. Geraldine bleating from the wall. Greg laughing too late. Her phone glowing in her hand like a private moon.

      And her wrist. Her fingers scratching lightly at the inside of it without her knowing. Seven years old again. Frightened. Unhappy. Waiting outside classrooms. He had forgotten nothing. That was the cruelty of it. He still knew her — the wrist, the silence, the way she left before leaving. But knowing was not the same as reaching. Knowing was not the same as being wanted.

      He lifts the Guinness. Drinks. The bitterness settles on his tongue, heavy and dark. The rum follows, sharp as punishment.

      Eddie watches him without watching him.

      "You alright, Greg?"

      Greg nods. A ridiculous lie. Eddie knows it is a ridiculous lie. Eddie does not push. Eddie has been doing this for thirty years and knows when a man wants to be asked and when a man wants to be left. Tonight is the second one and tonight is also the first one and Eddie can hold both.

      Greg's gaze drifts, as it always does here, towards the stage.

      Tiny thing. Barely a stage at all. A raised black platform at the back, half-hidden now behind stacked chairs, an old speaker, a broken mic stand no one has thrown away. The blackboard still hangs beside it, layered with years of chalk dust. Names written over names. Dates wiped badly. He knows where his name was. That is worse than seeing it. The lower left corner, under the smudge and overwrite, beneath the current scrawl for some Thursday-night singer-songwriter whose name already looks temporary.

      Greg Martin and the Midnight Shift. June 15th, 2017.

      Not visible. Not gone.

      The stage lights come back.

      June 2017, and the room is full and the band is tight — tighter than they have been. The stage will not quite hold them: Joseph's congas are off the edge, Marco's amp on a beer crate, the drummer half in the doorway to the kitchen. The platform is the same one half-hidden behind stacked chairs nine years later, and on it tonight a five-piece is doing what a five-piece does in a room too small — leaning into each other, finding the lock not through space but through proximity. Joseph rolls the congas out in waves the room's hips have to follow. Marco is locked on a four-note baritone line that does not move for thirty bars. The drummer rides the snare. Greg leads the vamp from the keys.

      The groove locks. He feels it lock under his hands, the way you feel a wave lift you before it carries you, and the room goes with it. Bodies pressed close. Beer spilling. The whole floor moving as one body. They are not listening tonight. They are dancing. The thing is working. The thing is actually working, and a room full of strangers is the proof of it.

      She is near the front, dancing.

      He tells himself, later, that she was the reason it worked — that she was the current, the hand inside the song, that she made him believe the music had somewhere to go. That is the version he keeps. The truer version is in the room tonight if he wanted to look at it: he plays harder when she looks at him, yes, but he is playing for the man at the back. The scout is in a dark coat by the door, his face still. Greg has clocked him since the second act. Every lift in the set, every place he leans on the keys, is aimed at that still face. He plays for the band and the years and the dream, and he tells himself he is playing for her, and he is mostly playing for the scout.

      But the room — the room is real. That is the part he cannot lie about even now. For forty minutes the room is entirely his. His voice comes in over the piano, half-sung, half-spoken, the lyrics his, the vamp his, three years of it made in pubs and kitchens, and the strangers give it back to him doubled. Someone whistles. She laughs and spins. The final chord lands hard enough to shake the glasses and the room erupts — cheers, feet stamping, his name shouted by people who will forget it by morning but are shouting it now. Joseph is laughing. Marco wipes his eyes with the back of his hand.

      It is the best the band has ever been. He is right about that. That is what makes the next part what it is.

      Greg looks for the scout. The scout is already moving towards him.

      He leans in to be heard over the noise. "It's really great," he says. Then: "But it's not quite what we're looking for."

      The room is still clapping. The applause seems to move further away.

      "What?"

      "It's strong. Really strong. But we're going to pass." The scout touches his shoulder, lightly, already withdrawing from the ruin he has not yet seen him make. "Good luck, though."

      He turns and walks away.

      Greg stands with his hands above the keys. The crowd still clapping. The band still glowing. She still looking at him from the front. For one second he might survive it.

      "No."

      The word comes out too loud. The baritone glances across. The scout keeps walking.

      "No, no, no — fuck that." He grabs the microphone, the stand shrieking against the floor. The pub quietens by degrees. "You don't just walk in here, stand there like some undertaker in a Topman coat, and tell us we're not what you're looking for."

      The band stiffens behind him. Someone laughs, uncertainly. He hears it and hates them for it — the scout, the band, the room for having watched the hope go into him in public.

      "We are exactly what you're looking for," he says, voice cracking. "You just don't fucking know it."

      The scout pauses near the door. Does not turn. That is the part he cannot bear, then and after — not the rejection but not being worth the turning.

      "You wouldn't know real music if it smashed you in your fucking teeth!"

      Feedback screams as he drops the mic too close to the speaker. The room flinches. A couple of drunk lads cheer, mistaking collapse for rebellion. The rest look down into their drinks. The room that was his forty seconds ago is no longer in the room with him. He has emptied it himself, from the inside, in under a minute.

      The band stand behind him in the shame of association.

      She has stopped dancing. The music has gone out of her body. She is looking at him as if seeing him clearly — not the performer, not the man the room had been dancing for, not the genius he had decided he was. Just Greg. Drunk on himself. Bleeding need all over a stage that had, a minute ago, been giving him everything he asked of it.

      He reaches one hand towards her. "Wait."

      She is already turning. Not running. Leaving with control. Leaving with decision.

      "Please —"

      The scout is gone. She is gone. The applause is gone. Only the ringing remains.

      —

      Later, after the gig.

      The flat is dark except for the yellow kitchen light. A bottle on the table. Another empty by the bin. The phone pressed so hard to his ear it hurts.

      He is calling the scout.

      He has been calling the scout for an hour. The first three times went to voicemail and he hung up before the tone. The fourth time he left a message that was almost dignified. The fifth was less dignified. This is the sixth, or the seventh, he has stopped counting, and this time he is going to say it properly. This time the scout is going to hear what he should have heard in the pub.

      The voicemail picks up. The recorded voice. The beep.

      "It's Greg Martin. Listen — listen. I know how that ended. I know. But you didn't — you didn't stay long enough to hear what I was doing. You came in halfway through the second act. You can't judge a project on halfway through a second act. You can't."

      His voice is wrecked. Not romantic. Not seductive. Not even proud enough to be ashamed. Just begging.

      "Please. Please don't write this off. I've been working on this for three years. Three years. Nobody is doing what I'm doing. I know that sounds — I know how that sounds. But it's true. Come back next week. Come to the rehearsal room. Just the band, no audience, no pressure. Just listen properly. Please."

      He stops. He has run out of breath.

      "I need this," he says.

      He cannot finish the sentence because even drunk he understands its obscenity. He has just said I need this into a stranger's voicemail at one in the morning. The stranger will play the message back tomorrow, perhaps to a colleague, perhaps with a laugh, and the laugh will be the end of any small remaining possibility that Greg has not entirely understood is already gone.

      He says it again anyway.

      "I need this."

      The voicemail beeps. He presses end. He calls again.

      This time the voicemail picks up immediately, which means the scout has put the phone on do-not-disturb, which means the scout has heard the previous messages, which means the scout has decided not to answer.

      Greg hangs up before the beep.

      Then he hears the floorboard behind him.

      A soft sound. Tiny. Catastrophic.

      He turns.

      Helen stands in the doorway. Barefoot. Pale. Awake in a way people become awake when they have not been sleeping, when they have been lying upstairs listening to their husband downstairs make six phone calls to a man who is not going to answer.

      Her face has not yet decided what expression to wear because she is still deciding what she has just heard.

      Greg lowers the phone. For a moment neither of them speaks. The whole house seems to hold its breath.

      Then Helen says, very quietly:

      "How many times have you called him?"

      Greg opens his mouth. Nothing comes.

      Her eyes move from his face to the bottle. To the phone. Back to him.

      "How many times, Greg?"

      "I don't —"

      "Don't lie."

      "Six."

      "Seven."

      She has been counting. She has been lying upstairs in the dark counting the calls.

      "Helen —"

      "You called him seven times."

      "I had to —"

      "You called him seven times in one hour."

      The way she says it is not anger. It is the voice of a woman who has been waiting, perhaps for months, perhaps for years, for the specific moment when the evidence would become impossible to keep arranging into a different shape. The evidence is now this shape.

      "It went well, the first part," Greg says. The sentence is wrong. It is the sentence of a man trying to recover a conversation that has already passed the point of recoverability. "It went well. Helen, you saw. The room was —"

      "I saw."

      "The room was with us. The vamp was —"

      "I saw the room."

      "Then you saw that he was wrong. He was wrong, Helen. He came in halfway through the second act, he didn't —"

      "Greg."

      The way she says his name stops him. She has never said his name like that. It is the way you say a name when you have stopped expecting the person attached to it to be reachable by it.

      She comes into the kitchen. She does not sit down. She puts one hand on the back of the chair opposite him and stands there with her hand on the chair the way you stand when you have not decided whether you are going to stay.

      "I was there tonight," she says. "I watched you play. I danced. I watched the scout watch you. I watched the scout decide. I watched you decide that the scout had not decided. I watched you grab the microphone. I watched the band's faces. I watched the room leave you, Greg. I watched it happen in real time. And then I came home and I went upstairs and I have been lying in the dark for an hour listening to you call a man who has already told you no."

      Greg cannot look at her.

      "I had to —"

      "You did not have to."

      "He didn't understand —"

      "He understood, Greg. He just didn't want it. Those are two different things."

      The kitchen light hums faintly above them. Helen takes a breath.

      "I have watched you do this for nine years," she says. "I have watched you not get the thing and decide the thing did not understand. I have watched you not get the next thing and decide the next thing did not understand. I have watched you bleed need all over rooms that were not interested in your need, and I have come home with you after, and I have made you tea, and I have told you what you wanted to hear, because I loved you and I thought — I thought one of them would understand, Greg. I thought eventually one of them would understand."

      She is not crying. That is what makes it worse.

      "And tonight I was in the pub and I watched the room understand."

      Greg's hand tightens on the phone.

      "The room understood you exactly. They understood you for forty minutes. They danced. They were with us. And then you understood that the scout did not understand and you took the microphone and you destroyed every part of what the room had just understood, and the room left, Greg. They left because they had been listening to a man, and the man was no longer there. The man had been replaced by his need."

      "That's not —"

      "It is."

      She does not raise her voice.

      "You don't need me, Greg. You never have. You need a stage."

      There it is. The sentence has been waiting in the kitchen the way certain sentences wait in certain kitchens for years before they are finally said. She has said it.

      Greg makes a small sound. It is not a word. It is the sound a man makes when a sentence he has been refusing to hear is finally said in a room he cannot leave.

      "Helen —"

      "No."

      Just that. No. Not shouted. Not yet. Worse than shouting. A word like a door being locked.

      He stands up. The chair scrapes.

      "I'm sorry."

      The words are immediate. Automatic. Cheapened by speed.

      Her face changes. Now the pain enters.

      "I know you are. That isn't the point. You're always sorry. That's how this works. You do the thing. Then you're sorry. Then you do it again."

      "It won't —"

      "It will."

      He says her name again. Then: "Please —"

      And then she does not scream. She does something quieter and worse. She lets the breath she has been holding go and her shoulders drop and her face arrives at the expression it has been waiting for, which is not rage and not grief but a kind of clear-eyed exhaustion that has been gathering in her for nine years and has now arrived.

      "How long have I been the wrong audience for you, Greg?"

      He cannot answer.

      "How long have I been someone you were performing for instead of someone you were with?"

      He cannot answer that either.

      Behind her, in the hallway, another shape appears. Small. Sleep-warm. Hair tangled.

      Ella.

      "Mum?"

      Helen turns instantly, some part of her still mother before wife, still shield before wound. She reaches back for Ella without taking her eyes off Greg.

      Ella looks from one adult to the other. Her face empty with confusion. Then frightened. Greg sees the exact second she understands that something irreversible is happening, even if she cannot yet name it.

      "Go back to bed, sweetheart," Helen says, but her voice breaks on sweetheart and that breaks something else.

      Ella does not move.

      Greg takes one step forward. "Ella —"

      Helen pulls her back. "Don't."

      That word again. No. Don't. Stop. All the small words that arrive when the large thing has already happened.

      The door slams. Not the front door. Not yet. A bedroom door.

      But the sound detonates through him.

      And beneath it, another door. Older. Deeper. Sepia-dark. A hallway from childhood. A suitcase by the wall. His mother's silence like a sheet over furniture. Claude Martine, who had arrived in Britain in his twenties from somewhere he never finished talking about, who had shortened the name his own father carried because shortening was easier than explaining, putting on his coat as if coats were harmless things, as if sleeves did not become departures when men placed their arms inside them.

      Greg, nine years old, standing too still. Watching. Understanding before he understood.

      His father does not crouch. Does not explain. Does not offer any final wisdom a child might later pretend had meaning. He simply opens the door.

      Rain waits outside.

      "Please —"

      The door closes.

      The world becomes smaller. Not all at once. That was the worst of it. It keeps becoming smaller for years.

      —

      The pub returns in pieces. Bar top. Glass. Hand. Breath. Eddie's voice somewhere above him.

      "Greg?"

      He lifts his head. His cheeks are wet. He doesn't remember crying.

      The room is nearly empty now. The couple has gone. The man with the newspaper has folded it and left it behind like evidence of another life continuing elsewhere.

      Greg looks again at the stage. At the blackboard. At the place where his name used to be.

      That night he had not lost one thing. That was the lie he told himself for years because one thing can be mourned.

      He has been making the list tonight. He has been making it across the four pints and the three rums. He has been adding to it carefully.

      He had lost the music. He had lost the future he had tortured everyone for. He had lost the room that had been his and that he had cleared with his own mouth. He had lost his wife. He had lost — Helen. He had lost Ella before he had even understood what losing a child meant. He had lost the man he swore he would be.

      The list is now complete.

      The rum waits. He reaches for it. His father's hand reaches with him. He sees it and hates it and starts to drink.

      Eddie's hand comes down gently on the bar between them. Not on Greg. Not yet. Near him.

      "Why don't we leave that one tonight."

      It is not a question.

      Greg looks at him.

      Eddie is sixty-something. He has been pulling pints at this bar since Greg was twenty-two and walked in for the first time looking for somewhere to play. Eddie remembers that night. Eddie remembers a lot of nights. Eddie has watched Greg do this — not exactly this, but adjacent to this — perhaps thirty times in nine years. Eddie has seen Greg through Christmas Eves and the anniversary of June 15th and the night Helen first came in to find him here.

      But tonight is different and Eddie has the experience to know it.

      "You're still here," Eddie says.

      He says it carefully. Like he is checking. Like he has been checking for the last hour and now needs to ask directly.

      Greg looks at him for a long second. The pub is very quiet. Eddie has been at the other end of the bar reading the way the drinks have been arranged and the way the rum has been waiting and the way Greg has been making the list. Eddie has read all of it. Eddie is now asking the question that comes after the reading.

      "No," Greg says. His voice is wrecked. "I'm not."

      Eddie does not move. Does not look away. Does not say come on, mate or don't be daft or any of the things bartenders are supposed to say in moments like this. Eddie has known Greg long enough to know that those words are walls and walls do not help tonight.

      "I'm going to walk you home, Greg."

      "Eddie —"

      "I'm going to walk you home."

      A small thing. A practical thing. Not a rescue, not a confrontation, not a phone call to anyone Greg does not want phoning. Just an older man behind a bar offering to walk with him through the streets between here and the flat.

      Greg's eyes fill. He does not let them spill.

      "Alright."

      "Alright."

      Eddie comes around the bar. He picks up his coat from the hook. He pulls it on with the deliberate slowness of a man who is buying time, letting Greg gather what little of himself he can gather before they go outside.

      The rum sits untouched. The fourth Guinness sits half-drunk. Eddie does not look at them. He puts a hand on Greg's shoulder. Light. Not steering. Just present.

      "Come on, mate."

      Greg stands. The room tilts. Eddie's hand stays where it is.

      They walk to the door. The bell over the door chimes as they pass under it. The same bell that has been over the door for thirty years.

      Outside, the air is cool. The street is empty. The orange wash of the streetlights. A gull somewhere over the rooftops, complaining.

      Eddie does not let go of Greg's shoulder. They start walking. The pub stays behind them.

      They walk in silence. The sea is somewhere to their left. The streetlights pulse softly as they pass under them. Greg keeps walking because Eddie is walking and stopping would be harder than continuing.

      That is the whole reason. That is enough. For tonight.

      Tomorrow night is a question neither of them can answer. Eddie does not ask. Greg does not offer. They walk.

    
  
    
      Chapter 6

      A Narrow Wedge of Light

      The house is tucked away on a quiet Brighton street, a terraced home with a red door that stands out against the muted grey of the brick. Ivy climbs one side of it, clinging to the wall like something that once needed permission and now simply belongs.

      Inside, the house is warm in a way Greg's flat is not. Lived in. Layered. A faded Persian rug spreads across the living-room floor, its pattern worn soft by years of bare feet. Bookshelves lean under the weight of poetry, psychology, cookbooks, old art catalogues, paperbacks with cracked spines. A half-finished mural blooms across one wall of the hallway — bright abstract shapes, oranges and blues and deep green curves, still edged in masking tape. On the top shelf of the kitchen dresser, a framed record sleeve — Fela Kuti, Zombie, the colours faded by years of afternoon light through the window. The air carries jasmine incense, laundry drying somewhere upstairs, and the faint mineral smell of fresh paint.

      Helen sits at the kitchen table with her laptop open, a mug of herbal tea cooling by her elbow. She wears a loose dress in deep blues and greens, silver bangles gathered at her wrist, her hair twisted into a loose knot that has already begun to escape itself. She looks, at first glance, like someone who might believe in moon water and sound baths.

      But there is nothing vague about her.

      Her eyes are clear. Practical. A little tired.

      She glances up as Ella comes in.

      Ella pauses in the doorway, one shoulder against the frame. Hoodie sleeves pulled over her hands. Hair loose, still carrying sunlight and salt from outside. She has a notebook tucked under one arm, its corners bent, the elastic stretched loose from overuse.

      "Hey," Helen says softly. "How was lunch with Dad?"

      Ella shifts her weight.

      "It was fine."

      Helen waits.

      The fridge hums. Somewhere upstairs, a pipe clicks softly in the wall.

      Ella moves to the counter, opens a cupboard, closes it again without taking anything out.

      "Fine fine?" Helen asks. "Or your version of fine?"

      Ella gives a small breath that might almost be a laugh.

      "We just..." She stops. Looks down at the notebook under her arm. "We struggle to communicate."

      Helen nods slowly.

      Ella leans back against the counter, arms folded now, the notebook pressed against her ribs like a shield.

      "It's like we're speaking different languages," she says. "Or he's trying to remember one he used to know."

      Helen's face changes slightly at that.

      Not much.

      Just enough.

      "He struggles to connect," she says. "Always has. It's not just you."

      Ella looks toward the window. Evening light lies across the kitchen tiles in long gold rectangles.

      "He tries," Helen adds.

      "I know."

      The answer is immediate.

      Too immediate.

      Helen lets it sit.

      Outside, a seagull cries somewhere above the rooftops, sharp and ugly and alive.

      "I'm not trying to make you feel guilty," Helen says.

      "I know."

      "Or defend him."

      Ella looks back at her then.

      Helen smiles faintly, without humour. "Well. Maybe a little. Old habits."

      Ella's mouth twitches.

      For a second there is warmth.

      Real warmth.

      Thin, but there.

      Then it passes.

      Helen reaches for her tea, wraps both hands around the mug though it has nearly gone cold.

      "He said he saw you at the Fringe."

      Ella shrugs. "I was there for a bit."

      "He was glad."

      Ella says nothing.

      "He was nervous before meeting you today," Helen adds.

      Ella looks uncomfortable now, not angry exactly. More like someone has placed something delicate in her hands and she doesn't know where to put it.

      "He doesn't have to be nervous," she says.

      Helen looks at her.

      Ella hears herself, hears how false it sounds, and looks away.

      "No," Helen says gently. "But he is."

      Another silence opens between them.

      Not hostile.

      Not easy either.

      Ella moves at last, pulls out a chair and sits opposite her mother. The notebook remains closed on the table between them.

      Helen's eyes drop to it.

      Ella notices.

      "What?"

      "Nothing."

      "It's not nothing."

      Helen hesitates, then turns the laptop slightly.

      Not fully.

      Not yet.

      On the screen is Ella's poetry account. The anonymous one. The not-quite-secret secret. A grid of photographed notebook pages, sketches, fragments of handwriting, fruit-stained mouths, eyes smudged green, thin bodies folded into impossible positions. Beautiful, unsettling things. Too intimate for public space, and somehow made more intimate by being there.

      Ella's face tightens.

      "Mum."

      "I'm not spying."

      "You're literally on it."

      "I follow it."

      "That's different."

      "I'm your mother. Different is not always available to me."

      Ella looks away, but not before Helen sees the flush rising at her throat.

      Helen turns the laptop a little more.

      "I'm not angry," she says. "And I'm not asking you to stop."

      Ella says nothing.

      "These are..." Helen searches for the right word and does not quite find one. "They're extraordinary."

      Ella looks suspicious now. Praise can be dangerous depending on where it lands.

      Helen continues carefully.

      "The drawings especially. The way you use colour. The fruit, the coffee, the —"

      "Don't make it weird."

      "I'm not."

      "You are a bit."

      Helen gives a small smile. "Fair."

      Ella reaches for the laptop, not to close it, just to angle the screen away from herself.

      Helen lets her.

      For a moment they both look at the page from different sides of the table.

      Mother and daughter separated by the glow of a thing Ella made in darkness.

      "There's a lot in them," Helen says.

      Ella's fingers find the edge of the notebook. Pick at the soft cardboard corner.

      "There's always a lot in art."

      "Yes."

      "Doesn't mean it's a crisis."

      "I didn't say crisis."

      "You said it with your face."

      Helen almost laughs then, but it catches before it fully arrives.

      Ella looks up, and the tension loosens again for a second.

      Then Helen sees one of the images on the screen: a girl's face half-hidden by hair, lips stained dark, a cherry split at the teeth. The drawing is rough, but it has force. Something feral and tender at once. Beneath it, the handwriting is difficult to read, looping into itself, half poem, half confession.

      Helen does not ask what it means.

      That is new for her.

      Instead she says, "Do your friends know?"

      Ella shrugs. "Some."

      "Do they know it's you?"

      "Not everyone."

      "But some."

      "Yeah."

      "And they're respectful?"

      Ella gives her a look. "They're my friends."

      "I know."

      "They're not idiots."

      "I didn't say they were."

      Ella pushes back her chair slightly, the legs scraping the floor.

      Helen raises one hand. "I'm not attacking them."

      "Feels like it."

      "I'm not."

      "Then what?"

      Helen looks back at the screen.

      At the fruit-stained mouths.

      The green-smudged eyes.

      The pages photographed so closely she can see where the pen has pressed too hard, where the paper has almost torn.

      "I'm not worried because it's dark," she says carefully. "I'm worried because it's open."

      Ella's expression shifts.

      Just slightly.

      "It's just Instagram."

      "Nothing is just Instagram."

      "Mum."

      "I mean it." Helen keeps her voice soft. "People love things and then they want to own them. That's all I'm saying."

      Ella says nothing.

      The kitchen hums around them.

      Fridge.

      Pipework.

      The small electric buzz of the laptop.

      Helen softens.

      "I'm not asking you to hide yourself," she says. "I'd never ask that."

      Ella looks down at the notebook.

      "I just want you to know that not everyone will understand it kindly."

      Ella's mouth tightens.

      Not fear.

      Not quite.

      Something closer to irritation. Or embarrassment. Or the private exhaustion of being loved by someone who is probably right.

      "It's fine," she says.

      Helen looks at her.

      Ella hears herself.

      "It is."

      But neither of them quite believes it.

      Helen looks at her daughter — really looks. At the way Ella sits half-turned from the table, always leaving herself an exit. At the sleeves pulled over her hands. At the notebook held close, then pushed away, then touched again. At the face that can be open one second and gone the next, like a reflection disturbed by wind.

      "You don't have to show me anything," Helen says.

      Ella looks down.

      "I know."

      "But I want you to know I can look without taking it from you."

      That lands somewhere.

      Not visibly.

      But somewhere.

      Ella's fingers stop worrying the notebook.

      The kitchen seems very quiet for a moment.

      Then Ella says, "It's just something I do."

      Helen nods.

      "I know."

      "No, you don't."

      The words come out sharper than Ella seems to intend.

      Helen absorbs them.

      Ella's jaw tightens. She looks suddenly younger. Then older. Then neither.

      "I mean..." She stops. Starts again. "It's not like talking."

      "No."

      "It's better."

      Helen's eyes soften.

      Ella stands abruptly, as if the sentence has revealed too much.

      "I've got work to do."

      "Okay."

      Ella picks up the notebook.

      At the doorway she pauses, one hand on the frame.

      Helen waits.

      Ella does not turn around.

      "Dad looked sad," she says.

      Helen says nothing.

      "Not just normal sad."

      Then she leaves.

      Her footsteps move up the stairs, light and uneven. A door closes above. Not slammed. Just closed.

      Helen remains at the kitchen table.

      The laptop screen glows softly in front of her, Ella's anonymous page still open. She scrolls once, slowly.

      Another image.

      Another poem.

      A hand reaching toward something just outside the frame.

      A line of handwriting too blurred to fully read.

      She closes the laptop halfway, then stops.

      The screen remains open in a narrow wedge of light.

      Not enough to see clearly.

      Enough to know something is still there.

      Helen sits in the dimming kitchen, listening to the house settle around her, the warmth of it suddenly fragile.

      Upstairs, faintly, floorboards creak.

      Then silence.

      The laptop screen slowly dims.

    
  
    
      Chapter 7

      The Sorcerer's Apprentice

      The room is a discordant symphony. The summer programme has been running for four weeks. Greg started it the year after the divorce, partly because the head of music asked him to fill the August slot, partly because he could not face nine empty weeks alone in the flat, partly because the kind of musician he had once been would have needed exactly this kind of room when he was their age and could not have afforded it. The programme is a free four-week intensive for sixth-formers across Brighton who play any instrument and want to play with people who play other instruments. The college lists it in their summer brochure. The funding is patched together from three small arts charities and the head of music's discretionary budget. Greg runs it. The room is the same music room he teaches in during term, a clutter of instruments, scattered notes, coiled cables and restless energy, caught somewhere between the past and the present.

      A battered piano leans against one wall, its keys chipped and yellowed, a relic from another century. Opposite it, sleek electronic keyboards hum softly beside laptops, loop pedals, half-charged phones, small black speakers waiting to be woken. Posters of Miles, Coltrane, Bowie and Fela gaze down from the walls like saints in a chapel no one quite believes in anymore but everyone still needs.

      The air smells of varnish, warm electronics, old carpet, resin, teenage deodorant, coffee gone cold.

      Greg stands at the front.

      Or what passes for standing.

      His shoulders are heavy, his eyes bloodshot, his shirt not quite tucked properly at one side. Morning light slices through the high windows, too bright, too clean. It finds every weakness in him.

      The Guinness is still somewhere in his bones.

      The rum is in his teeth.

      His head pulses with a dull, private percussion.

      Before him, a loose circle of sixth-formers tune, tap, scroll, laugh, wait. They are all studying music, though music means something different to each of them. Scales and grades for one, cracked plug-ins and midnight loops for another, jazz changes, indie chords, film-score strings — separate dialects gathered into the same restless room.

      A violin under one chin. A cello leaning against a chair like something patient and old. Two guitars. A saxophone. Someone cross-legged on the floor with a laptop balanced on their knees.

      And in the centre of it all, Jamie.

      Tousled hair. Easy grin. Keyboard in front of him, laptop open, guitar propped within reach. He looks half-asleep and completely alert at the same time, the way certain boys do when they know the room is already listening.

      Today it is his composition.

      Not a song exactly. Not classical. Not jazz. Not dance music. Something between. A hybrid thing. Digital pulse under live strings. A bassline that doesn't move, that locks the floor, that the strings circle without ever resolving. Bright electronic fragments flickering over the top like light on water.

      Greg nods toward him.

      "Alright, Jamie. Let's hear it."

      Jamie grins.

      "Say less."

      Greg blinks.

      One of the girls with a violin laughs under her breath, her bow resting against her knee.

      Jamie taps the laptop. The speakers wake with a low sub-bass throb, soft at first, then fuller. A heartbeat finding the room. His fingers move over the keyboard, laying down a glassy chord progression that bends slightly at the edges, pretty but unstable.

      The cello enters first, a low mournful line that makes the floor seem deeper.

      Then violin.

      Then sax.

      Then a clean guitar figure, picked carefully, circling the beat without landing on it.

      The room shifts.

      Even Greg feels it.

      Despite the nausea. Despite the ache behind his eyes. Despite the pub still clinging to him like smoke.

      The music has shape.

      Jamie watches the others as he plays, not bossing them, not even really conducting, just catching their eyes at the right moments. A nod here. A grin there. A lifted eyebrow when the sax comes in too early. He has timing, Greg thinks. Not just rhythm. Timing. There's a difference.

      The beat thickens.

      Jamie adds another layer, something metallic and skittering, a little wrong in exactly the right way.

      "Nice," Greg says, before he can stop himself.

      Jamie looks up.

      "Low-key?"

      Greg frowns. "What?"

      Jamie's grin widens. "Low-key nice? Or high-key nice?"

      A few of the others laugh.

      Greg rubs one eye with the heel of his hand. "It's nine in the morning."

      "So... mid-key?"

      "Don't make me regret complimenting you."

      Jamie laughs, but he is pleased. That much is obvious.

      The loop rolls on. The room finds it again.

      Greg moves to the piano and touches two fingers to the keys, not playing exactly, just feeling for the centre. His hands know what to do before the rest of him does. They always have. A quiet chord slips out, smoky and minor, threading itself beneath Jamie's bright electronics.

      Jamie hears it immediately.

      "There he is," he says. "Mr Martin with the sauce."

      Greg closes his eyes briefly. "Please don't."

      "What? It's a compliment."

      "I'm frightened to ask."

      "Sauce is, like... flavour. Style. The thing."

      "The thing."

      "Yeah. You've still got the thing."

      "Generous of you."

      "No cap."

      Greg looks at him.

      Jamie looks back, deadpan.

      "No hat?"

      The room breaks.

      Even Greg almost smiles.

      Almost.

      Then the beat drops harder and the strings come back in, and for a moment the lesson is the thing lessons are supposed to be: a room full of young people making something that did not exist five minutes ago.

      Greg lets it run.

      Lets them find it.

      Lets Jamie push.

      The boy has confidence. Too much, probably. But not empty confidence. Not fake swagger. Something earned in private, in headphones, in hours no one sees.

      Jamie switches from keys to guitar without stopping the loop, slinging the instrument over one shoulder. He picks out a jagged little riff, then leans toward the mic set up beside him.

      Greg stiffens slightly.

      Jamie catches it and smiles.

      Then, in a low, roughened voice, he begins to speak over the track.

      Not sing.

      Speak.

      A gravelly, broken, half-rhythmic thing.

      Greg's thing.

      The room hears it at once.

      The students glance at Greg. Then back to Jamie. A current of nervous amusement passes through them.

      Jamie drops his voice lower, exaggerating just enough to be dangerous.

      "City lights chewing up boys with big dreams... pockets full of smoke... heart full of bassline... mum says come home, but the night says not yet... not yet... not yet..."

      The sax player snorts.

      The violin girl covers her mouth.

      Greg feels heat rise under his collar.

      For half a second he cannot tell if he is being mocked.

      Then Jamie looks at him.

      Not cruel.

      Cheeky, yes.

      But not cruel.

      There is admiration in it. Or something close enough to pass.

      "This one's for you, sir," Jamie says into the mic, still in that gravel-road voice. "Keeping the syncopation alive."

      The room waits.

      Greg could shut it down.

      He probably should.

      Instead his left hand finds the piano again.

      One chord.

      Dark.

      Then another.

      Jamie's eyes light up.

      The students feel permission enter the room. The cello digs in. The violin cuts sharper. The sax bends around Jamie's spoken lines. The guitar scratches at the edges. The beat grows teeth.

      Greg plays under them all, not leading, not surrendering either. For a moment the hangover loosens. The pub loosens. The old shame steps back from him, not gone, but quieter.

      The music takes the room.

      Then Jamie, still riding the rhythm, glances sideways.

      "By the way, saw Ella yesterday."

      The chord under Greg's hand lands wrong.

      Not loudly.

      Wrong enough.

      Jamie notices, but keeps playing.

      Greg adjusts quickly, bends the mistake into the next chord. Old habit.

      "Ella?" he says, too casually.

      "Yeah. In town." Jamie's fingers move over the strings. "With her college lot. She's got that whole main-character-but-doesn't-know-it thing going on."

      Greg says nothing.

      The room keeps moving.

      Jamie continues, as if the comment weighs nothing.

      "Didn't clock she was your daughter at first. Then I remembered from the Fringe. Same face, innit? Different vibe."

      Greg's hand stills for half a beat.

      Jamie nods toward the laptop screen without looking away from the guitar. "She's proper talented though. Her page."

      Greg looks at him.

      "What page?"

      Jamie finally looks up, surprised.

      "You don't know?"

      The beat loops on without him for a second. Strings circling. Sax breathing.

      Greg's throat tightens.

      "Know what?"

      Jamie's expression shifts. Not quite awkward. Not quite guilty. Just the sudden awareness of having stepped somewhere soft.

      "Her poetry thing," he says. "On Insta."

      Greg's fingers rest motionless on the keys.

      Jamie shrugs, trying to make it lighter again. "It's not under her name or anything. But people know. Like, if you know, you know."

      The cellist looks up. "It's actually good."

      Jamie points at her as if grateful for support. "See? Not just me being deep."

      She smiles. "Some of it's intense though."

      "Yeah," Jamie says. "Wild, but in an art way."

      Greg nods once.

      Only once.

      But something in him has gone quiet and sharp.

      Poetry.

      Ella.

      Online.

      A door he didn't know existed.

      Jamie watches him for half a second too long, then pulls the guitar riff back into the loop.

      "Anyway," he says, deliberately casual now, "bridge section?"

      Greg does not answer immediately.

      The room waits.

      Then he inhales, lifts both hands over the keys, and plays.

      Not carefully.

      Not like a teacher.

      He plays a run that cuts under Jamie's track and turns it darker, stranger, more urgent. The class leans in. Jamie grins despite himself and follows, chasing the change. The strings adapt. The sax lifts. The beat stutters, catches, comes back harder.

      For a minute, maybe two, the room becomes all pulse and instinct.

      Old and new.

      Analogue and digital.

      Teacher and student.

      Original and echo.

      Greg does not think about the poetry account.

      Not directly.

      He thinks only of the keys beneath his fingers and the sound rising around him and the strange, terrible fact that doors can open anywhere.

      Even in a classroom.

      Even hungover.

      Even too late.

      Jamie leans back into the mic, voice rough again, half-Greg, half-himself now.

      "Sometimes the signal comes sideways... sometimes the ghost gets Wi-Fi... sometimes your own blood writes poems in a language you forgot you knew..."

      Greg looks up sharply.

      Jamie smiles.

      He has no idea what he has just said.

      That is the worst of it.

      The music swells.

      For one brief moment Greg is carried by it.

      Not saved.

      Not forgiven.

      Carried.

      The morning light flashes white across the piano keys.

    
  
    
      Chapter 8

      Ghosts in Vintage Clothing

      Brighton exhales as the day slips into night. The energy of the Fringe still lingers — quieter now, but still in the air. Street performers pack away their instruments, voices low with laughter and relief. The smell of street food — jerk, halloumi, hot oil, the sweet vape-burn of someone's pen, the salt drifting up from the sea — still hanging.

      The sky fades from gold to pink to deep blue, the first stars just beginning to show themselves above the rooftops.

      Up in North Laine, the streets remain alive.

      Not polished alive.

      Stranger than that.

      Café windows glow amber against the evening. Vintage shops pull their rails back inside, sequins and fake fur and old leather disappearing into doorways. Murals watch from brick walls. Record shops leak basslines into the street. A man in silver boots argues gently with a woman dressed entirely in green. Someone laughs too loudly outside a bar. Someone else cycles past with flowers in their basket and a cigarette balanced between their lips.

      People drift through the narrow streets like apparitions dressed by charity shops and old dreams. Leopard-print coats. Velvet jackets. Platform boots. Sunglasses after sunset. Faces half-lit by phone screens and café signs. Brighton's strange congregation of the almost-famous, the nearly-lost, the beautifully self-invented.

      Ghosts in vintage clothing.

      Jamie sits outside a small café, his chair tipped back on two legs, one trainer hooked around the table leg for balance. The coffee in front of him has gone cold. He has not noticed. Beside him sits Mira — short dyed hair, nose ring, sleeves pushed up, the same violin case from this morning's class wedged between her feet, her own drink cooling between both hands.

      They are talking about the session, though not with any urgency.

      The kind of talk that follows music.

      Loose.

      Half-formed.

      Still carrying rhythm in it.

      "That thing you did with the spoken bit," she says. "Was that planned?"

      Jamie grins, looks down at the table. "Depends if it was good."

      "It was weird."

      "So... good weird?"

      She tilts her head. "Annoyingly, yeah."

      Jamie accepts this like a compliment formally presented.

      "There's something about this place," he says after a while, eyes drifting across the street. "Like... everyone's trying out a different version of themselves."

      Mira follows his gaze.

      A couple pass in matching leather jackets and feathered hats. Behind them, a tall man in a wedding dress carries a skateboard under one arm. Nobody stares. Nobody needs to. This is North Laine. Everyone here is either performing or pretending not to.

      "Half of them look like they've stepped out of a dream," she says.

      Jamie smiles.

      "Or a nightmare," she adds.

      "Best ones are both."

      He watches the street the way some people listen to records. Not just taking it in. Separating layers. Rhythm. Texture. Repetition. A laugh from one doorway answering a shout from another. The scrape of a chair. The bassline under the traffic. The city remixing itself without permission.

      Then he sees her.

      Ella.

      Walking with two friends from college: the curly-haired girl with the bright smile and the boy in the vintage surf shirt. They move easily through the crowd, comfortable in their own little weather system. The curly-haired girl is talking with both hands. The boy says something that makes her laugh. Ella walks between them, half-smiling, half-somewhere else.

      Jamie notices her because some people disturb the pattern of a crowd.

      Not loudly.

      Not deliberately.

      They just bend the light around them.

      Ella passes under a café sign and, for a second, her face is lit gold. Then blue from a shop window. Then shadow again. A flicker of versions. There, gone, there again.

      Jamie watches only a moment too long.

      Not enough to be obvious.

      Enough for Mira to notice.

      "That's Greg's daughter, right?" she says.

      Jamie looks back at his coffee.

      "Yeah."

      "Ella?"

      He nods.

      "She's college now, isn't she?"

      "Yeah. Year above us."

      Mira watches Ella and her friends pause outside a record shop, laughing at something in the window.

      "You mentioned her thing today," she says.

      Jamie lifts an eyebrow. "Her thing?"

      "The poetry account."

      "Oh. Yeah."

      "You think Mr Martin knew?"

      Jamie shrugs, but there is a flicker of discomfort there. Tiny. Gone almost immediately.

      "Didn't seem like it."

      Mira sips her drink, grimaces at the coldness, puts it down again.

      "Bit awkward."

      "Yeah."

      They watch as Ella's friend pulls her lightly by the sleeve toward the record shop door. Ella resists for half a second, then follows. The three of them disappear inside, swallowed by posters, vinyl sleeves, warm yellow light.

      Jamie's eyes remain on the doorway a beat after she's gone.

      Mira smiles faintly.

      "What?"

      "Nothing."

      "It's not nothing."

      "I didn't say it was."

      She laughs. "You're very observant until someone observes you back."

      Jamie looks at her, amused despite himself.

      "That's deep."

      "Low-key profound?"

      "Don't weaponise my language against me."

      She grins.

      Inside the record shop, someone drops a needle. For a moment, an old soul track crackles out into the street before the door swings shut again and cuts it off.

      Jamie looks away at last.

      Not because he is embarrassed.

      Not exactly.

      More because the moment has finished being useful and begun being something else.

      Across the street, the evening continues its strange parade. A woman in a sequined jacket moves with a dancer's grace, laughing into her phone. A man with dreadlocks follows someone carrying cocktails too bright to be trusted. Two girls in fur coats share chips from the paper, heads bent together like conspirators. A busker begins a bluesy riff that seems to have wandered in from another decade.

      The scent of weed drifts by on the breeze, soft and sweet, folding itself into coffee and sea air.

      Mira leans back.

      "Brighton's mad."

      Jamie nods.

      "Yeah."

      But he is still thinking of the classroom. Of Greg's face when he mentioned Ella. Of the wrong chord. Of the way adults sometimes go quiet around words that look harmless until they land.

      He glances once more toward the record shop.

      Ella reappears for a moment in the window, framed by hanging sleeves and reflected streetlight. She is laughing now, properly maybe, or close enough. Her friends crowd around her. The glass throws another version of her back at the street: doubled, softened, half-transparent.

      Then someone walks past and she disappears behind them.

      A ghost in vintage clothing.

      Jamie lets the chair fall forward onto all four legs.

      The coffee has gone completely cold.

      "Come on," Mira says. "There's a thing at Green Door later."

      Jamie looks at her.

      "A thing?"

      "Music thing."

      "That narrows it down."

      "You coming?"

      He shrugs, easy again.

      "Maybe."

      They stand, collecting bags and cables and half-finished drinks. Around them, North Laine keeps glowing into evening, every window another small stage, every passer-by dressed as someone they might become if the night goes well.

      Jamie glances once more toward the record shop door.

      Then turns away.

      The streetlights flicker on overhead.

      The colours deepen.

      The people keep moving, beautiful and strange, through the blue end of day.

    
  
    
      Chapter 9

      I Am the Rain

      The flat is the flat of a man who arrives but does not return. A plate beside the sink, dry now, waiting to be either washed or used again, the matter not yet decided. A jacket over the chair, the shape of his shoulders still in it. Unopened post stacked by the door. A radio that has not been turned on in nine days, the dust on its dial proving this.

      Brighton presses against the windows. A bus somewhere. A siren two streets over. A gull arguing with another gull on a roof he cannot see. The ordinary noise of a city that does not know one of its citizens is about to commit a small private wrong.

      Greg sits at the kitchen table with the laptop open in front of him. He has been sitting like this for several minutes. The fan whispers. The blue-white glow lights his face from below, hollowing his eyes, sharpening the shadows beneath his cheekbones, turning him into the wrong sort of portrait. He looks like a man being interviewed by something he cannot see.

      He has not typed anything.

      He is looking at the search bar.

      He has been hearing Jamie's voice for forty minutes.

      Her poetry thing. On Insta. Not under her name. But people know. Like, if you know, you know.

      The cursor flashes in the search bar. He exhales slowly.

      "Insta," he says to the empty kitchen, and the word in his mouth sounds like an insult he has not been given permission to use.

      He types it. Instagram. The page resolves itself into a clean white screen and a logo and a demand.

      Sign up to see photos and videos from your friends.

      "Of course."

      He clicks.

      Name. Email. Password. He can do forms. He has filled in grant applications, school reports, divorce papers. Forms are not the problem. The form is fine. The form is not what he is afraid of.

      Username.

      He types GregMartin.

      Username not available.

      He looks at it.

      "Obviously."

      GregMartinMusic. Not available. GregMartinBrighton. Not available. GregOnKeys. Not available.

      He hits the table with the side of his fist. The mug jumps. The coffee inside, four hours cold, slops over the rim and onto the wood. He does not wipe it.

      "Jesus Christ."

      The laptop waits, calm, luminous, judging nothing, denying everything.

      He drags both hands down his face. He needs a name that is recognisably his, in case she ever sees it. In case. He repeats the qualifier to himself silently. In case she ever sees it. It is the qualifier that makes this watching and not what it is.

      He types GregStillPlaying.

      The little circle spins.

      A green tick.

      Available.

      He sits back.

      "Well, thank God for continued obscurity."

      He clicks create. The page asks him for a profile photo, a bio, his contacts, his notifications, his location, his soul. He clicks skip. Skip. Skip. The platform shows him a list of suggested accounts. He clicks the X too hard.

      "Just let me look at the bloody poems."

      The fan whispers. Outside, the gulls have agreed on something and gone silent.

      He types Ella Martin into the search bar.

      His own surname looks strange beside her first name. As if he has not seen the two words written next to each other in a while. As if they have grown into separate phrases.

      Her personal profile appears at once.

      His chest does something he will not name.

      A small round photograph: Ella near the sea, hair blown across part of her face, one eye visible, one eye hidden. She is laughing. Whatever she is laughing at is not in the frame.

      He clicks.

      The page opens.

      There she is.

      Not fully. Never fully. Fragments. Ella at the beach with friends. Ella outside the Spiegeltent — the same evening he was playing there, a fact she has not mentioned to him and now he understands she will never mention. Ella's hand around a coffee cup. A photograph of Helen half-turning away from the camera, caught mid-laugh, the kind of photograph daughters take of their mothers when their mothers don't know.

      The Helen in the photograph is happy.

      Greg looks at it for longer than the next photograph deserves to wait.

      He scrolls on.

      Nothing strange. Nothing frightening. Nothing Jamie had described.

      No poetry. No drawings. No fruit-stained mouths.

      The frustration rises, stupid and quick. It feels like being held outside a locked room while hearing someone breathe on the other side.

      "Where is it?"

      He scrolls again. Tagged photos. Fragments of teenage life — birthdays, party lights, someone pulling a face with chips in their mouth.

      Not that.

      He goes back to the main feed.

      He sits at the table for a long moment, looking at his daughter's surface.

      Then he types Helen's name.

      He does not entirely admit to himself why he is doing it. He tells himself it is curiosity. He tells himself it is because Helen is the other adult in this story and the other adult might know something he does not. He tells himself a small sequence of permissions and accepts the sequence.

      Helen's profile appears.

      Her photograph is one she took herself in the garden last summer. Helen squinting slightly, her hair in the loose knot she has been wearing for years. He has not seen her hair up close in some months.

      He clicks.

      Her page is ordinary. A photograph of a book she has been reading. A cup of coffee at a café table. Her sister Catherine at a beach somewhere. The garden in spring. The mural in the hallway from before it was finished. Helen has not posted in three weeks. Before that she posted once every few weeks. The page is what a forty-six-year-old woman's page is when she does not particularly care about the platform.

      He scrolls down her page once. Twice.

      Then he sees the small button beneath her photograph.

      Following.

      He clicks it.

      A list opens. Names. Icons. Tiny circles of other people's lives.

      He scrolls slowly at first. Catherine. Her mother's care home. A book editor he half-remembers. A few writer friends. A poetry magazine. The Brighton Festival. A local bakery. A vintage clothes shop on Sydney Street.

      Then poetry accounts. More than one.

      littleknifeletters.

      saltmouth.

      softrotpoems.

      deadgirlsummer.

      inkaftermidnight.

      amouthfulofcherries.

      Greg stops moving.

      Something in him knows before he clicks. Something below the level of knowledge. A weight that arrives in the chest before the chest has been told what is causing it.

      He clicks.

      The page opens.

      And there she is.

      Not in photographs of beaches and friends and sunsets.

      Here.

      A hidden room in his daughter's life, lit from within.

      A grid of notebook pages. Lined paper. Torn edges. Ink pressed too hard. Words looping and crossing and doubling back on themselves. Drawings in the margins. Eyes. Hands. Fruit. Mouths. Girls half-formed out of stain and shadow. Coffee rings. Smears of colour where colour should not be. Hands reaching. Doors. Bodies folded into themselves the way bodies fold when they have been alone for a while and stopped performing.

      Nothing typed.

      Nothing clean.

      Everything made by hand.

      He stares at the grid for a long time.

      He has not yet clicked into a single post.

      The grid is enough.

      The grid is the part of his daughter he has not been allowed to see and has now found in three minutes by typing his way past the perimeter her mother had built without knowing it was a perimeter.

      He inhales.

      He clicks the first image.

      The screen fills with the face.

      The girl with the cherry. Red-stained lips. Green, feverish eyes. Coffee-shadowed skin. A drop at the mouth that might be juice or blood. The mouth parted. The teeth sharp against the soft flesh of the cherry. The kind of image that catches you, that asks something of you, that does not entirely permit you to look away.

      The drawing is unsigned.

      The drawing does not need to be signed.

      He knows. He has known since the green tick on GregStillPlaying that he was going to know, that the knowing was the entire point of this evening, that the form-filling was a delaying technique for the moment of arrival.

      His hand is no longer entirely steady on the trackpad.

      He scrolls down.

      Beneath the drawing, the writing.

      Photographed at an angle. The handwriting half-shadowed.

      He reads.

      A mouth full of sweetness and still I taste iron.

      A girl can learn to smile with blood behind her teeth.

      Do not ask what fruit I bit into.

      Do not ask whose garden.

      He stops.

      His fingers lift from the keyboard.

      The room moves away from him in the small way rooms do when something has gone wrong with the body of the person standing in them.

      He reads it again.

      The second reading is the reading that knows.

      It is good.

      That is the first thing. It is good. Not teenage. Not derivative. Not the kind of writing a man could be relieved to find his daughter producing in private. The economy of a girl can learn to smile with blood behind her teeth. The doubled do not ask. The closing turn on whose garden — the line that should be too much and isn't, because she has earned it with the four lines before it.

      His daughter wrote this.

      His daughter has been writing things like this.

      He has not known.

      A small, unfamiliar pressure begins behind his eyes. It is not crying. It is the architecture that precedes crying, the way the air pressure changes before rain. He does not commit. He has not given himself permission. The pressure stays.

      He looks at the drawing again.

      The cherry caught between the teeth. The mouth that knows it is being looked at. The eyes that have decided, in advance, what the looker is permitted to do.

      He understands, suddenly, that the drawing is sovereign.

      That the girl in it is not asking to be admired. That she is not asking to be wanted. That she has placed herself on the page on her own terms and the terms are: look if you want. Looking will not get you what you think it gets you.

      He understands, less suddenly, that the drawing was made by his daughter.

      He understands, even less suddenly, that he has been looking at it.

      He scrolls down.

      He does not give himself time to think about what he has just understood.

      Below the cherry-girl, in the chronological feed, is a second image.

      He sees it without choosing to see it. The scroll has been faster than the decision. The image arrives on his screen before any part of him has agreed to be its viewer.

      The next image opens. The drawing on the screen is of a girl seen from behind. She is sitting on the floor of a hallway. She is unclothed. Her hair falls dark down her back in long ballpoint strokes that bleed where the kiwi-juice has been pressed into the strands. Her skin is the coffee-skin he now recognises as Ella's signature, mottled into life with the side of her hand. The shoulders. The curve of the spine. The hip taking the weight.

      She is not posed.

      She is sitting.

      Greg's hand stops on the trackpad.

      He does not scroll.

      He does not look away.

      He cannot look away.

      His other hand has risen to his mouth. He is not aware of it. The knuckle is against his lower lip. His breath has gone shallow.

      He stands.

      He stands so abruptly the chair scrapes against the kitchen tiles, and the sound is loud in the flat, and he flinches at the sound he himself has made.

      He walks to the sink. He runs the cold tap. He puts both hands under it. He does not wash them. He stands with his hands under the running water and looks at the wall above the taps.

      He stays there for the length of time it takes the tap-water to get properly cold, then to stay cold, then to become the kind of cold that hurts.

      He turns the tap off.

      He dries his hands on a tea towel that is not quite clean.

      He goes back to the table.

      The drawing is still there.

      He has to look at it again. That is the condition under which the rest of the evening will happen. He cannot continue without looking at it a second time, deliberately, knowing what it is.

      He sits.

      He looks at the drawing.

      In front of her, a hallway recedes in bad perspective. The walls lean. The floor tilts. At the end of the hallway is a door, half-open. Through the door pours weather — coffee streaks dried in long vertical lines, like rain seen through a window. The door frame is drawn in heavier ink than the rest. The pen has pressed nearly through the paper.

      On the floor between the girl and the door, a single cherry. Stem on. The only red in the drawing.

      To the left of the figure, along the long edge of the page, the writing.

      He has to zoom. The handwriting is small. It tilts. The poem accommodates the drawing the way the drawing accommodates the poem. He cannot tell, looking, which came first.

      He reads.

      They left in weather.

      Not in a coat — in weather.

      The kind that came in under doors and stayed and was eventually called the house.

      I was small. I learned the difference between rain and them becoming rain.

      You can love a person into a shape the room keeps where the shape used to be.

      I do not miss them.

      I miss the part of myself that had not yet learned to stop missing.

      He reads it once.

      He does not move.

      The fan whispers.

      He reads it again.

      He becomes aware, distantly, that his right hand has come up to his mouth. The knuckle is against his lower lip. The hand is shaking. He does not remember moving the hand.

      He reads it a third time.

      The third reading is the one that breaks something.

      Not the opening. The opening he can almost survive. They left in weather is the kind of line a writer can admire from a safe distance. I was small is harder. The hallway-and-the-door is harder still, because he has just been looking at the hallway and the door, and now they are in the poem, and now he understands that the drawing and the poem are the same statement made twice in different languages.

      The line that breaks him is the one about the rain.

      I learned the difference between rain and them becoming rain.

      He reads it again, only that line.

      He thinks, without meaning to: I am the rain.

      He thinks, immediately afterwards: I am also the “them” becoming the rain.

      He thinks, immediately after that: She has known this since she was small.

      The pressure behind his eyes resolves, finally, into a single tear that releases without his permission down the side of his face. He does not lift his hand to it. The hand stays at his mouth. The tear runs to his jawline. Stops there. Sits.

      He reads the last lines.

      I do not miss them. I miss the part of myself that had not yet learned to stop missing.

      He reads them once. He cannot read them twice.

      He sits back further. The chair creaks. The flat is very still.

      His daughter has stopped being able to miss him.

      His daughter has written a poem about the moment she stopped being able to miss him.

      His daughter has posted the poem on the internet under a name he has never been told and has just discovered by trespass.

      The cherry on the floor in the drawing above the poem is not the cherry his daughter is biting. It is the cherry his daughter has put down. It is the eating she has paused in order to watch the door. The whole project, he understands now, is the documentation of a girl who has been pausing her own life to watch a door her father is not at.

      He has been the door.

      He has, for nine years, been the door.

      He scrolls.

      He does not stop. The act of scrolling becomes the act of not stopping. There are more drawings. More poems. Hands reaching toward each other and not touching. A body made of windows. A line scratched through so hard the paper has torn. A girl drawn from the side with her hair covering the mouth entirely. A self-portrait — he knows it is a self-portrait without being told — done in cold tea, the brown of it almost the brown of her skin, the eyes deliberately left blank.

      There are poems about distance. About houses with closed doors. About love as something that leaves furniture marks after it has gone.

      He reads them in the order she posted them.

      He reads them in the order they accuse him.

      Each one is a small precise diagnosis of an absence he has spent nine years pretending was a circumstance. The thousand small reasonings that have kept him able to look at himself in shop windows.

      The poems do not believe any of his reasonings.

      The poems were not written to argue with him.

      That is what is unbearable. The poems are not addressed to him at all. He is not the audience. He is the subject. He is the thing being looked at. He is the door. He is the weather. He is the shape the room keeps where the shape used to be.

      He stops scrolling.

      He scrolls back up to the cherry-girl.

      He scrolls back up to the back.

      He scrolls back up to the cherry-girl.

      He sits.

      Outside, a siren starts somewhere, rises, fades.

      He clicks the cherry-girl image again.

      The comments are beneath it. He scrolls down. Soft small comments from people whose usernames he does not recognise. this is unreal x. you keep making pain look edible and i'm obsessed. how do you even make paper bleed like that. queen of ruining me before breakfast.

      None of the comments use her name.

      That detail registers with him slowly. They know. They are protecting her by not naming her. They know more about how to look at her work than her father does.

      He scrolls back to the top of the comments.

      His thumb moves to the comment box.

      Add a comment...

      The cursor blinks. A small vertical pulse of light. Waiting.

      He looks at it.

      He puts his hand back in his lap.

      He looks at the cursor.

      He looks at the drawing.

      He looks at the cursor.

      He closes his eyes.

      He does not move for a long time.

      Outside, Brighton continues its evening. A taxi. A pair of voices arguing in the street and then laughing. A dog. A door. The wind against the window. The fridge cycling on, settling, cycling off.

      When he opens his eyes the screen has dimmed. He moves the cursor. The screen brightens. The cherry-girl is still there. The cursor is still blinking in the comment box.

      He has not typed anything.

      He has also not closed the laptop.

      He stands.

      He goes to the window. The flat behind him stays as it was. The laptop open. The cherry-girl on the screen. The comment box waiting.

      He puts his hand against the glass. The glass is cool. Brighton is dark beyond it. He can see, dimly, his own reflection in the window — a man with his hand against the glass, his shoulders slightly raised.

      The reflection looks like his father.

      He stays at the window.

      When he turns back, the laptop is still on.

      He walks to it. He sits down. He does not close it. He looks at the cherry-girl one more time. He looks at the cursor.

      He does not type.

      He also does not stand up again.

      He stays.

      The fan whispers.

      The cursor blinks.

      Outside, very faintly, a piano somewhere — someone in another flat practising, badly, a phrase he half-recognises and cannot place. The phrase repeats. Stops. Starts again. Gets it slightly wrong. Tries again.

      Greg listens.

      He does not move.

      The laptop stays open.

      The cursor keeps blinking.

      The night settles around the flat, around the city, around the small radiant rectangle of his daughter's hidden life still glowing on the kitchen table.

    
  
    
      Chapter 10

      The Crowd Has Teeth

      The beach is all gold and salt and noise. Summer evening. Brighton stretched out in its careless confidence, the sea glittering hard beneath the sun, gulls cutting white shapes through the air. Towels lie scattered across the pebbles in bright islands of colour. Bodies damp from swimming. Hair wet and tangled. Sunglasses. Crisps. Suncream. Cheap bracelets. Someone's speaker playing something bass-heavy and bright, the beat half-swallowed by wind.

      Ella sits with her friends near the breakwater, knees drawn loosely to her chest, towel around her shoulders, skin still shining with sea water. Her hair dries in dark ropes against her neck. She looks younger like this. Or maybe just less guarded. The swim has taken something out of her, or returned something to her. It is hard to tell with Ella. It always is.

      Naila lies on her stomach beside her, scrolling lazily through her phone, one foot moving in time to the music. Marcus, still damp, still ridiculous in sunglasses too large for his face, is trying to balance a crisp on his nose while Theo films him.

      "Content," Marcus says solemnly.

      "You are literally the decline of civilisation," Theo says.

      "Yeah, but with cheekbones."

      Ella smiles faintly.

      A real one.

      Almost.

      For a few minutes everything is easy. Not deep. Not loaded. Not haunted. Just sun on skin and salt drying tight on arms and the stupid comfort of being young among people who expect nothing from you except that you stay.

      Naila snorts at something on her phone.

      Then stops.

      Not dramatically at first. Just a tiny pause. A glitch in the rhythm. Her thumb hovers over the screen, and the smile goes from her face so quickly it seems to take warmth with it.

      Marcus drops the crisp from his nose.

      "What?"

      She doesn't answer.

      Ella notices.

      "What?"

      Naila turns the phone slightly away by instinct.

      "Nothing."

      Marcus pushes his sunglasses down his nose. "That is never nothing."

      Theo leans in from the next towel. "What is it?"

      Naila looks at Ella, then at the screen again, caught between protecting her and showing her. That tiny hesitation is enough.

      Ella's face closes.

      "Give it."

      "It's just some idiot," Naila says quickly.

      "On my page?"

      No one answers.

      Ella reaches for her own phone and opens the account.

      The notification is there.

      A new comment beneath the cherry girl.

      No profile picture. No posts. A username made of numbers and letters. Nothing human attached to it.

      That is what makes it worse.

      The comment sits there beneath the red mouth, the green eyes, the poem about sweetness and iron.

      funny how brave you are when nobody knows it's you

      For a second, no one speaks.

      The sea keeps moving.

      The speaker keeps playing.

      A gull screams overhead, ugly and ordinary.

      Marcus says, "What the fuck?"

      Another notification appears.

      Same account.

      all this mystery for someone who acts scared of her own shadow in real life

      Naila goes still.

      "Els…"

      Ella reaches for the phone, but Marcus has already picked it up.

      "Don't."

      "I've seen it."

      "Still."

      "It's fine."

      No one believes her.

      The phone buzzes again.

      this isn't poetry it's sympathy bait with cherries

      Theo whispers, "That's disgusting."

      Ella takes the phone back. Her fingers are steady.

      Too steady.

      "That's actually pathetic," she says.

      Her voice is flat.

      Another comment appears.

      draw enough mouths and blood and people start calling it art instead of attention

      Then:

      soft little ghost girl routine is getting boring

      Naila's jaw tightens. "Block them."

      Ella does not move.

      The phone buzzes again.

      draw lips like that then act shocked when people look lol

      Silence.

      A bad silence.

      Not agreement.

      Recognition.

      Because the picture had been made to make people look. They all knew that. The cherry, the mouth, the stain, the half-bite — none of it was accidental. That was why they had loved it when she first posted it. That was why Naila had grabbed Ella's arm and said, fuck, Els, this is mad. That was why Marcus had gone quiet for once and said, honestly, "That's actually art."

      It had been brave five minutes ago.

      Now, under that comment, it looked exposed.

      Naila sees Ella look at the image again.

      Not the comment.

      The image.

      Her expression changes by almost nothing. A tightening at the mouth. A tiny withdrawal behind the eyes.

      Enough.

      Marcus looks from the comment to the picture, then back again. His face has gone red beneath the sunburn.

      "That's not the same thing," he says.

      Naila looks at him.

      He struggles.

      "It's just not."

      No one laughs at him.

      Because he is right, even if he cannot build the sentence properly.

      A like appears beneath the comment.

      Then another.

      Not many.

      Enough.

      Marcus sits forward, all humour gone from him now. "Block them."

      Ella's thumb hovers, then stills.

      The phone buzzes again.

      Same account.

      be honest. you wanted attention. now you've got it

      Naila inhales sharply.

      "Okay. No. Fuck this."

      Theo already has her own phone out. "I'm reporting it."

      "Don't," Ella says.

      "Are you serious?"

      "Don't make it bigger."

      "It is bigger."

      "It's not."

      "It is."

      Another comment arrives before anyone can stop looking.

      amouthfulofcherries lol. more like mouthful of whatever gets you noticed

      The words seem to dirty the air around them.

      Not because they are clever.

      They aren't.

      That is almost the worst part.

      They are crude and small and pleased with themselves, and still they manage to get inside the work. To press their thumb into the wet paint of it.

      Naila looks at Ella again.

      Ella is staring at the picture.

      The cherry. The mouth. The green eyes. The dark bead at the lip.

      Naila can see it happening, the way the image is changing under Ella's own gaze because someone else has named it badly. Not destroyed. Not even understood. Just touched with dirty hands.

      Another buzz.

      all this mystery just to be a sad little hoe with a notebook

      Silence.

      Real silence.

      Even the music from the speaker seems suddenly stupid. Small. Far away.

      Ella stares at the screen.

      No change in her face.

      That is the worst part.

      Marcus stands up, though there is nowhere to go.

      "Give me the phone."

      "No."

      "Ella."

      "No."

      Naila moves closer, shoulder almost touching hers. "Els, seriously. We can delete them. We can report. We can —"

      "I know."

      "Then let us."

      "I said I know."

      The sharpness lands.

      Her friends fall quiet.

      Ella's thumb moves.

      Not over block.

      Not over report.

      Over delete.

      The post.

      The picture.

      The whole thing.

      Everyone sees it.

      No one says anything.

      For a moment the whole beach seems to wait.

      The waves. The gulls. The bright stupid music. The city behind them pretending not to listen.

      Her thumb remains there.

      One touch and the cherry girl disappears.

      One touch and the mouth closes.

      One touch and the stranger has not only spoken over it, but taken it completely.

      Marcus says, very quietly, "Don't let them have it."

      Ella does not look at him.

      Naila looks at Marcus, surprised by him again.

      Ella locks the screen instead.

      Black.

      "There," she says.

      Marcus looks at her. "There what?"

      "Gone."

      "It's not gone."

      "It is if I don't look."

      But her thumb stays pressed against the side of the phone.

      Waiting.

      And then it buzzes again.

      No one moves.

      Ella turns it over.

      you wanted to be seen. congratulations

      That one lands differently.

      Not louder.

      Not uglier.

      Colder.

      Because nobody knows how to argue with it quickly enough.

      That is the cruelty of it.

      Naila's eyes shine now, but she looks furious rather than sad. "Whoever that is, they're a coward."

      Marcus says, "They're not even clever. That's the worst bit. They're just nasty and pleased with themselves."

      Theo is still staring at her own phone. "Someone liked it again."

      "Don't tell me that," Ella says.

      Theo looks stricken. "Sorry."

      Ella shakes her head once, sharp and small. "No. It's fine."

      There it is again.

      Fine.

      The word people use when the wound is too visible to name.

      Then Ella gives a short, ugly little laugh.

      "Great," she says. "My mum was right. Amazing."

      No one knows what to do with that.

      She starts gathering her things.

      Not quickly.

      Too carefully, almost. Towel folded once, badly. Notebook pushed deep into her bag. Sunglasses. Her phone kept in her hand.

      Marcus watches her. "You don't have to go."

      "I'm cold."

      "You're not."

      Ella looks at him.

      He backs off.

      Naila watches her pull the hoodie over her damp shoulders and stops talking.

      Naila knows.

      Ella does not want cheering up. Naila knows. Ella does not want reporting strategies or jokes or another person telling her the piece is beautiful. Naila has known Ella for ten years and knows what Ella wants tonight is walls. A room. A door. Somewhere nobody can look unless she lets them.

      "I just want to go home," Ella says.

      No one argues this time.

      Behind them, Brighton continues shamelessly. Children run shrieking at the edge of the water. A couple kiss against the railings. Someone laughs with their whole body. Chips are passed from hand to hand. The sun keeps pouring gold over everything, indifferent and generous.

      The phone lies in Ella's hand, dark and quiet now, but the darkness feels temporary. Like something holding its breath.

      After a while, Marcus clears his throat.

      "For the record," he says carefully, trying to find the shape of himself again, "I still think my crisp content was strong."

      No one laughs.

      Not properly.

      Naila gives him a look that says thank you for trying and also please shut up.

      Ella looks out at the water one last time. The sea breaks itself over and over against the stones, shining as if nothing can harm it.

      Her phone buzzes once more.

      This time she does not turn it over.

      Nobody does.

      The sound lies there between them.

      Small.

      Bright.

      Cruel.

      The sun slips behind a thin strip of cloud, and for a moment the whole beach loses colour.

    
  
    
      Chapter 11

      The First Echo

      By the time Ella gets home, the salt has dried tight on her skin. Her hoodie sticks slightly to her shoulders. Her hair is still damp at the ends, darkening the fabric around her neck. She comes through the front door quietly, too quietly for someone who has been at the beach all afternoon.

      Helen calls from the kitchen.

      "You're back early."

      Ella stops in the hallway.

      For a second, she looks toward the kitchen door. The warm light. The sound of a spoon against a mug. The ordinary domestic world waiting with its questions and its concern and its terrible accuracy.

      "Yeah," Ella says. "Got cold."

      There is a pause.

      Helen appears in the doorway, tea towel over one shoulder, reading her daughter with the quick, careful eyes of someone trying not to make a wound flinch.

      "You okay?"

      Ella nods.

      Too quickly.

      "Fine."

      Helen looks at the hoodie. The wet hair. The phone gripped in one hand.

      Then she does something wise.

      She does not ask.

      "Tea?"

      "No. Thanks."

      Ella is already moving toward the stairs.

      Helen watches her go.

      One step. Another. Hand on the banister. Damp footprints faint on the wooden floorboards.

      "Ella?"

      Ella stops, but does not turn around.

      Helen's voice softens. "You can talk to me."

      A tiny silence.

      "I know."

      Then she goes upstairs.

      Her bedroom is dim, the curtains half-pulled, the room still holding the stale warmth of the day. Sketches on the walls. Clothes on the chair. Pens scattered across the desk. The cherry girl printout lies near the lamp, half-hidden under a notebook, as if even the room has tried to turn it face down.

      Ella closes the door.

      Not hard.

      Just enough.

      She drops her bag beside the bed, pulls the damp hoodie over her head and lets it fall to the floor. For a moment she stands in her vest, arms wrapped around herself, phone still in one hand.

      The screen remains black.

      She places it on the desk.

      Face down.

      Then turns away.

      She pulls on a dry sweatshirt. Rubs her hair once with a towel. Opens a drawer. Closes it. Moves a book from the bed to the floor. Picks up a pen. Puts it down again.

      The phone buzzes.

      She freezes.

      Not dramatically.

      Just still.

      A small animal stillness.

      The phone buzzes again.

      Then again.

      She does not move.

      On the desk, the black screen waits.

      Downstairs, faintly, Helen moves around the kitchen. A cupboard opens. A cup placed on a surface. The domestic sounds of someone trying to give another person space without abandoning them.

      The phone buzzes a fourth time.

      Ella crosses the room and turns it over.

      Not the troll.

      Messages.

      Naila.

      ELS

      ELS LOOK

      Marcus.

      ok what the actual fuck

      Theo.

      go to your post

      Ella stares.

      Her thumb hovers.

      Then she opens the account.

      The cherry girl fills the screen again.

      For a second, just the image. The mouth. The red stain. The green eyes. The drawing itself, before the comments.

      Then the comments beneath.

      The troll's words are still there.

      Small black letters.

      Ugly.

      Confident.

      More likes now.

      Not many.

      Still enough.

      The world had continued looking after she left.

      Ella's face does not change.

      Then she sees the new comment.

      Different account.

      No profile picture.

      No posts.

      No followers.

      A username she has never seen before.

      ech.o.boy

      The comment sits directly beneath the final troll line.

      Not angry.

      Not slang.

      Not trying to be funny.

      Something else.

      You saw a mouth and mistook it for permission.

      You saw red and called it invitation.

      That is not insight. That is hunger wearing borrowed eyes.

      Wanting to be seen is not the same as being yours to take.

      Ella reads it once.

      Then again.

      The room seems to quiet around the words.

      Another message from Marcus appears at the top of the screen.

      WHO IS THIS GUY

      Then Naila:

      that is actually insane

      Ella ignores them.

      Her thumb moves slightly, not scrolling away, not liking, not replying. Just holding the screen still, as if any movement might disturb it.

      A reply from the troll appears almost immediately.

      lol calm down shakespeare

      Then:

      she's not gonna shag you mate

      Ella's mouth tightens.

      Before any of her friends can respond, EchoBoy does.

      Strange, how quickly you confess yourself.

      No one mentioned wanting her.

      You did.

      Naila sends:

      OH MY GOD

      Marcus:

      NO HE DID NOT JUST DISMANTLE HIM

      Theo:

      he ate I fear

      Ella keeps staring.

      For the first time since the beach, something shifts in Ella's face. Not a smile. Not quite. A small loosening at the mouth and around the eyes. The kind that needs to be looked for.

      She scrolls back up to the first EchoBoy comment.

      Reads:

      Wanting to be seen is not the same as being yours to take.

      Downstairs, Helen calls gently.

      "Ella? I'm leaving tea outside your door."

      Ella does not answer.

      A few seconds later, footsteps on the stairs. Slow. Considerate. The soft placement of a mug on the floor outside. Then footsteps retreating again.

      Ella remains at the desk.

      The phone lights her face from below.

      Another notification.

      This time not from the troll.

      EchoBoy again.

      A second comment beneath the cherry girl.

      Not aimed at the troll now.

      At the picture.

      At the poem.

      At the wound the troll had tried to rename.

      The cherry was never yours.

      Not the bite. Not the stain. Not the iron under sweetness.

      Some things are made dangerous because danger is honest.

      Some things are made beautiful because beauty survives being touched.

      Keep making the page bleed. Paper heals differently.

      Ella's breathing changes.

      Just slightly.

      She sets the phone down on the desk, but leaves the screen facing up.

      The cherry girl glows there.

      The same image.

      Not clean.

      Not fixed.

      But returned somehow.

      Not entirely to what it was.

      Nothing goes back entirely.

      Still, the stranger has placed something between the image and the dirt thrown at it. Not a wall exactly. Something thinner. A sheet of glass. A held note. A hand not touching, but near.

      Her friends are still messaging.

      does anyone know him?

      new account???

      this is giving secret poet vigilante

      ech.o.boy is a terrible name tho sorry

      no wait it's kind of iconic

      Ella picks up the phone again and taps the username.

      The profile opens.

      Blank.

      No posts.

      No photo.

      No bio.

      Nothing but the name.

      EchoBoy.

      A person made only of response. A voice without a face.

      For a moment her thumb moves toward the message button.

      Then stops.

      She returns to the post.

      The troll has gone quiet. Or maybe been silenced. Or maybe only paused. The comments beneath the cherry girl have changed shape. Her friends' replies, the troll's ugliness, EchoBoy's intervention — all of it tangled there together.

      The post is no longer only hers.

      Outside her room, the tea cools slowly on the floorboards.

      Ella pulls her notebook toward her.

      She opens it to a blank page.

      For a long time she does nothing.

      Then she writes one word in the centre.

      Echo.

      She looks at it.

      Crosses it out.

      Writes it again.

      The phone buzzes once more.

      A message from Naila.

      els?

      you okay?

      Ella looks at the glowing post, at the cherry girl, at the blank profile, at the name that has appeared out of nowhere and somehow known exactly where to stand.

      She types back:

      yeah

      Then, after a moment:

      I think so

      She places the phone beside the notebook.

      The screen slowly dims, but not completely.

      The room settles around her.

      Ink waits in the pen.

      The page waits beneath her hand.

      Outside, the mug of tea gives off its last thin thread of steam.

    
  
    
      Chapter 12

      Echo Boy

      The flat at nine in the evening is the same flat as last night, in a worse light.

      A bottle of red on the counter, three-quarters drunk, the cork beside it. A second bottle, unopened, behind the kettle, the way a man leaves a second bottle when he has decided he is not going to need it and would also like it to be available. The plate from last night has been joined by a plate from tonight. The unopened post has not moved. Brighton presses against the window in the orange wash of the streetlight.

      The laptop is open on the kitchen table.

      It has been open since last night.

      He has not closed it.

      The first bottle did what it was for. He has not eaten properly since lunch. The wine has, by now, the texture of the evening — it is not a separate thing he is doing alongside the watching. The wine is how the watching is being done.

      There is a new post on the account.

      He saw it appear at four-fifteen, just before he opened the wine. He has been looking at it for nearly five hours.

      The post is a small square photograph of a notebook page. A drawing of two hands reaching toward each other and not quite touching. Beside it, a few lines of writing — three or four, he cannot tell from the angle, the photograph cropped close enough that he cannot read the words properly. He has zoomed. He has zoomed again. The writing is half-obscured by a fold in the paper. He has decided he will not zoom further. There is a line he is not crossing tonight, and the line is reading the writing on the new post. The drawing is enough. The drawing is more than enough. The drawing is two hands not touching and the second hand, he has noticed without meaning to, is his.

      He does not know how he knows this. The drawing does not signal it. It is not a portrait. The hand is just a hand. But he knows.

      Greg has been a father for seventeen years, badly, but he has been a father. He knows.

      He pours another glass. He has stopped registering the pour. The wine goes into the glass and the level in the bottle drops and the matter is unremarkable. He drinks.

      He refreshes the page.

      At eight-fifty-three the first comment appears.

      He does not see it land. He sees it on the next refresh. It has been there for perhaps a minute. The account that posted it has no profile picture, no other posts, no followers. A username made of numbers and letters, the kind a person makes when they are making a person they do not intend to be.

      funny how brave you are when nobody knows it's you

      Greg reads it.

      He reads it again.

      He shrugs slightly. The shrug is a private shrug. There is no one to see it. The shrug is for the laptop and for the wine.

      The comment is the kind of comment he has read a thousand times. Funny how brave you are. Anonymous. Behind a screen. It is the standard opening move of a person who has decided to do something small and ugly on the internet. He has read it under reviews of records he liked. He has read worse. The comment is annoying. The comment is not a crisis.

      He refreshes.

      this isn't poetry it's sympathy bait with cherries

      He frowns.

      Sympathy bait. He does not like it. But he has seen it. He has read this kind of comment under every piece of writing by a woman under the age of thirty that has ever been posted online. The phrase has the dull familiarity of bad weather.

      He drinks. He sets the glass down. He drags one hand down his face. The face is warmer than it was an hour ago. The wine is in his cheeks now.

      He refreshes.

      draw lips like that then act shocked when people look lol

      He reads it.

      He reads it again.

      The sentence does something to the room.

      He understands, more slowly than he should, that this comment is not in the same register as the others. The earlier comments were about attention-seeking. The earlier comments were the standard accusation that an artist who has made themselves visible has no right to complain about being looked at. He has read those before. He could have written one, when he was younger and stupider and bitter about a review. The earlier comments were comments.

      This one is a comment about her mouth.

      About a seventeen-year-old's drawn mouth, parted, biting fruit, and the kind of look a man would give a mouth like that.

      He sets the glass down too hard. A small splash of wine onto the table. He does not wipe it.

      He refreshes.

      all this mystery just to be a sad little hoe with a notebook

      There it is.

      The word.

      Greg sits very still for the length of time it takes a body to make a decision it has not yet told the mind about.

      The wine in him does not slow this down. The wine in him helps this happen. The wine has been waiting all evening for an emotion big enough to ride, and now there is one. The wine and the rage meet in the middle of his chest and arrange themselves into a clarity that feels — and he will remember this in the morning if he remembers anything — exactly like sobriety. The two things have always been able to do this for each other in him. The wine sharpens what it should blunt. The rage steadies what it should shake.

      His hands are not shaking anymore.

      His hands are still.

      He understands two things simultaneously.

      The first is that the cherry-girl is going to be deleted. He does not know this with certainty but he knows it with the certainty of a parent who has been studying his daughter for seventeen years from a distance that became, at some point, the wrong kind of distance for studying. The cherry-girl is the most exposed thing on the page. The cherry-girl is the post the troll has targeted. The cherry-girl is the one Ella will sacrifice in order to make the comments stop.

      The second is that no one in this chat is going to stop her.

      The friends are arriving now — he can see them in the comments, small bursts of solidarity from accounts he has begun to recognise.

      ok what the actual fuck

      we love you els

      reporting it now

      They are good. They are doing what teenage girls do for each other online, which is showing up. But they are not stopping her. They are reacting to her, which is different. What would stop her hand is someone saying, with absolute precision, that the troll has not understood what they were looking at. Not anger. Not loyalty. Argument. A counter-reading of the work that is more accurate than the troll's reading and that makes the troll's reading visibly the smaller thing.

      Greg sits at the kitchen table at nine-fourteen in the evening on a Tuesday, mostly through his second bottle of red wine, watching his daughter's hidden creative life be attacked by a stranger, and realises he is the only person in the world who can write the comment that will save it.

      He moves the cursor to the comment box.

      His hand is on the trackpad. The cursor is blinking in the comment box. GregStillPlaying. The handle is sitting there beneath the empty field, faint grey, ready.

      He types.

      To the person above. She is seventeen. Her work is not an invitation. You are a grown man writing about a child's mouth. Stop.

      He reads it.

      He reads it twice.

      It is correct. It is unanswerable. It is what the troll needs to be told and it is what no one else in this comment thread is going to say.

      It would work.

      He looks at the handle beneath the comment field. GregStillPlaying.

      He sees the comment posted under that name. He sees Ella, somewhere in Helen's house, scrolling, reading the troll's comments and then suddenly seeing — beneath them — a comment from GregStillPlaying that says she is seventeen, that says grown man, that says child's mouth.

      He sees her face.

      He sees her face read it once.

      He sees her face read it twice.

      He sees the long second of her not understanding.

      He sees the second after that, when she does.

      GregStillPlaying. Greg. Even with the half-disguise of StillPlaying — even without his surname — Ella will know. The whole shape of the comment is paternal. The whole rhythm of it is a father's. No one but her father would speak about her like that — to defend her in the language of child, of grown man, of seventeen. The comment is, in every line, a father's.

      She will look at the handle.

      She will look at the comment.

      She will understand, in the order these things are understood: Dad is on Instagram. Dad has my account. Dad has been reading. Dad has seen the cherry-girl. Dad has seen the back.

      And then a fourth understanding, the worst of them, the one that arrives last and lands deepest: the cherry-girl is no longer mine. The page is no longer mine. The room I built where I could speak in private is over.

      The deletion would not just be the cherry-girl.

      The deletion would be the whole account.

      She would scrub it. Tonight, in her bedroom, with the troll still buzzing and now her father in the room she had built specifically to be the place her father was not. She would delete every drawing. Every poem. The two hands not touching. The body made of windows. The self-portrait in cold tea. All of it. The whole hidden life he has just spent the most painful evening of his adult years learning existed.

      Greg sits with this realisation for the length of time it takes for the wine in his hand to go very quiet.

      He has been the door for nine years.

      If he posts as Greg, he becomes the door tonight in a way she will not survive.

      He cannot post as Greg.

      He cannot post as Greg and he cannot not post — because if he does not post, the troll wins and the cherry-girl is deleted anyway.

      There is a third path.

      He understands this slowly. He understands it the way men in the act of choosing the worst thing they will ever do always understand the choice — as a relief, as a clearing, as the moment when the impossibility of the situation is resolved into a single available action that is also, simultaneously, the action he should never take.

      He does not post.

      He deletes what he has written.

      The comment field goes empty.

      He stares at it.

      He looks at the handle. GregStillPlaying.

      He clicks settings. He clicks edit profile. He clicks username.

      The cursor goes into the field. The field clears.

      He sits with his hands on the keys.

      He needs a name that is not Greg, not Martin, not anything that could be traced. He needs a name that sounds like a person who would write the comment he is about to write. He needs a name that sounds like a boy, which is strange to him for a second and then is not strange, because the troll is performing masculinity badly and the answer to the troll is therefore another boy — a better boy, a boy who knows what looking is and what taking is and the difference between them.

      He thinks of his father. Claude. The name his grandfather brought from somewhere, the name his father took to Britain, the name his father shortened. Echo. The thing that comes back from somewhere it was sent.

      The name arrives before he has chosen it.

      He types: EchoBoy.

      The little circle spins.

      A red cross.

      Sorry, this username isn't available.

      He sits back.

      Of course it isn't.

      He looks at the field. He clears it. He types: echo_boy.

      Red cross.

      echoboyreads.

      Red cross.

      theechoboy.

      Red cross.

      He stares at the field. The platform is not letting him have the clean name. The platform is making him work for the deception. There is something almost moral about the resistance, as if the system itself is trying to slow him down. He registers this and pushes past it.

      He types: ech.o.boy.

      The dots are absurd. The dots are how Instagram works. The dots are the small specific punctuation that distinguishes one false person from another false person.

      The little circle spins.

      A green tick.

      Available.

      He looks at it.

      ech.o.boy.

      It is not the name he wanted. It is the name he has. The dots have made the name slightly more obvious — slightly more like a person who is trying to be Echo Boy — and Greg registers this without quite letting himself register it.

      He saves the name.

      The account is now ech.o.boy.

      He goes back to the comment field beneath the cherry-girl.

      The handle below the comment box now reads ech.o.boy.

      He puts his hands on the keys.

      The words come.

      He types without stopping this time. The words arrive in the order they need to arrive. He does not revise. The shape of what he is writing comes to him with a clarity that feels, in his chest and in his hands, exactly like sobriety, and is not.

      You saw a mouth and mistook it for permission. You saw red and called it invitation. That is not insight. That is hunger wearing borrowed eyes. Wanting to be seen is not the same as being yours to take.

      He reads it back.

      He reads it twice.

      The comment is in lines, not prose. He has not decided to write in lines. The lines arrived. The lines are correct. The lines are the form the troll cannot answer. The troll wrote prose because prose is the language of casual cruelty. Verse is harder to dismiss. Verse forces the reader to slow down. Verse looks like it knows what it is doing.

      He clicks post.

      The comment appears beneath the cherry-girl.

      He sees it appear.

      He stares at it.

      For one long second he understands what he has done.

      Then the second passes.

      What he has done was the right thing. The comment is true. The troll is wrong. Ella is being attacked and needed defending and no one else was going to write this. The comment is going to do its work. The comment is going to make her not delete the cherry-girl. The comment is going to save her work.

      He has done a good thing.

      He sits back in the chair. He picks up the glass. He drinks.

      A reply appears beneath ech.o.boy's comment.

      The troll.

      lol calm down shakespeare

      Then:

      she's not gonna shag you mate

      Greg reads it.

      For a second he is not Greg. For a second he is Echo Boy and Echo Boy is offended on Ella's behalf and Echo Boy knows what to say.

      He types.

      He does not revise.

      Strange, how quickly you confess yourself. No one mentioned wanting her. You did.

      He posts it.

      He waits.

      A heart appears beneath his comment. Then another. Then a third. He scrolls up. Ella's friends are reacting.

      OH MY GOD

      NO HE DID NOT JUST DISMANTLE HIM

      does anyone know him?

      new account???

      Greg reads them.

      He has a strange feeling that he cannot immediately place. It takes him a moment. The feeling is pleasure. The feeling is being read well. The feeling is being inside a small bright room with three or four young women and a young man who have just decided that he is the most interesting thing that has happened to them tonight.

      He has not had this feeling in nine years.

      He used to have it on stage.

      He used to have it from a piano in a packed pub when the room leaned in and believed for a few minutes in whatever spell he was reckless enough to cast.

      He has had this feeling exactly once before in an audience of women who admired him without knowing him.

      The thought arrives and he pushes it away before it can finish forming.

      This is not that. This is for Ella.

      He scrolls down.

      He sees the troll has gone quiet. The comments have stopped arriving. The troll has either been blocked or has retreated or has gone to find a softer target. Greg does not know which. He does not particularly care which. The troll is gone.

      He reads the comment he wrote one more time.

      He thinks: that is good.

      He thinks: that is the best thing I have written in nine years.

      He thinks: that is the first poem I have completed since 2017.

      The thought arrives clean and uncomplicated and is true.

      He pushes back from the table. The chair scrapes. He stands.

      He is more drunk than he had realised. The kitchen tilts very slightly. He puts a hand on the counter. He thinks, Christ. He stands there with one hand on the counter, waiting for the tilt to pass. It does, mostly.

      He fills a glass from the tap and drinks it standing at the sink. The water tastes of the building's old pipes. He drinks it anyway.

      He goes back to the laptop.

      He looks at the page.

      He thinks, I could write one more.

      He thinks, not to the troll. To her. To the post. To the work itself.

      He thinks, something that is not a defence. Something that is just — a reading.

      He thinks, something that lets her keep the cherry-girl. Something that names what the cherry-girl is so she does not delete it.

      He sits.

      He puts his hands on the keys.

      The words come.

      The cherry was never yours. Not the bite. Not the stain. Not the iron under sweetness. Some things are made dangerous because danger is honest. Some things are made beautiful because beauty survives being touched. Keep making the page bleed. Paper heals differently.

      He reads it back.

      He reads it three times.

      It is better than the first one.

      It is the kind of writing he was trying to do in 2017.

      The thought arrives sideways, in his peripheral vision, and he does not entirely look at it. He has the sense that if he looked at it directly it would resolve into a shape he could not afford to see tonight. He keeps it in the corner of his eye.

      He posts the comment.

      It appears beneath the cherry-girl.

      He waits.

      Beneath the comment, the small soft burst of hearts. Her friends again. omg and I'm crying and who is this man. He reads them. He does not respond. The comment is doing its work. The comment is for Ella, not for them.

      He waits longer.

      He scrolls.

      He refreshes the cherry-girl page.

      There is something new.

      A message has appeared in the curly-haired friend's chat — visible because the friend has posted publicly in the comments now, tagging Ella.

      els are you ok

      els?

      els we love you

      And then, beneath, in a comment from Ella's main account — her actual account, the one with her name — three small letters.

      yeah

      A pause. Three minutes. Greg sees the timestamp.

      Then:

      I think so

      Greg reads it.

      He reads it again.

      His daughter is going to be okay.

      His daughter is not going to delete the cherry-girl.

      His daughter has written yeah and then, three minutes later, I think so, which is the smallest possible distance from where she was forty minutes ago when the troll was winning. The distance is everything. The distance is the work the comment did. The distance is what he made happen by writing what no one else could write.

      He closes his eyes.

      He breathes out for a long time.

      When he opens his eyes again the screen is still there. The cherry-girl. ech.o.boy's comments beneath her. The hearts. The friends. The small bright room of people who do not know him.

      He thinks, I should not do this again.

      He thinks it clearly.

      He thinks it as a sentence, in his head, in his own voice.

      I should not do this again.

      He looks at the comment box.

      It is empty.

      He has nothing else to write tonight.

      He closes the laptop.

      The kitchen goes darker. Only the streetlight now, the orange wash through the window, the gentle hum of the fridge.

      He stands. The kitchen tilts again, longer this time. He puts both hands on the counter and waits it out.

      The wine bottle is empty. He had not noticed. He looks at it for a second, mildly surprised, the way a man looks at a thing he has done without remembering the doing.

      He turns off the lights as he leaves the kitchen. He misses one switch on the first try. He gets it on the second.

      In the small hallway outside the bedroom he pauses. He puts his hand on the wall. The wall is cool. The flat is quiet. Brighton is quiet beyond it. He is tired in a complicated way — the wine-tired underneath, the rage-tired on top, the strange new tired of having used a part of himself he had forgotten existed.

      He goes into the bedroom.

      He undresses badly. One sock comes off; the other does not. He sits on the edge of the bed for a minute with one sock on. He does not finish taking it off. He gets into bed.

      He lies on his back.

      The ceiling is the ceiling. The shadow of the curtain moves across it as a car passes outside. He watches the shadow.

      He thinks about Ella.

      He thinks about her reading the comments. He thinks about her, somewhere in Helen's house, in her bedroom, looking at the screen. He thinks about I think so. He pictures her writing it. Three minutes between yeah and I think so. Three minutes of her sitting in her bedroom while a stranger's comment held something open inside her.

      A stranger's comment.

      He thinks the phrase without flinching at it.

      A stranger's comment.

      He turns onto his side. He closes his eyes.

      His last thought before sleep is that he has done a good thing tonight. The wine is helping him believe it. The wine will let him sleep on the belief.

      He sleeps.

      He sleeps the deep heavy sleep of a man who has drunk two bottles of red wine on a school night.

      In the kitchen, the laptop sits closed on the table. The fan has stopped. The flat is dark. Outside, somewhere down the street, a piano is playing — the same person, the same phrase. The phrase has improved slightly. The person has been practising. The phrase is almost right now. It repeats. Stops. Starts again.

      The piano keeps playing.

      Greg sleeps.

      He does not hear it.

    
  
    
      Part Two
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      Chapter 13

      The Answer to the Question You Did Not Ask

      The dark in her room is not the dark of three nights ago. It is the dark of a girl who has been read once, and is now sitting on the floor again, deciding what to make for someone who may not come back. The curtains are drawn against a Brighton evening that hasn't quite finished being evening. A thin gold seam runs along the bottom of the window. Beyond it, gulls. A car. The city continuing without her, as the city always does, which is the condition under which the work happens, but which feels different tonight than it did three nights ago, because the city is not the only thing that is continuing.

      Her desk is the wreckage of three nights work she has not done. The cherry-girl printout still by the lamp, half-hidden under newer paper. The notebook open at a page on which she has written one word and crossed it out and written it again. Echo. Echo. The third version is the one she did not cross out.

      She works on the floor.

      The desk is for performance. The floor is for the real thing. This has not changed. What has changed is the paper.

      She has selected a fresh sheet of cartridge paper. No writing on it. Nothing on the other side. The back is blank. She has not done this before. She works on the backs of things, always, because the writing underneath is the under-layer and the drawing is what the writing wanted to be when words ran out. That has been the rule of the work for as long as the work has existed. The fresh sheet is therefore strange in her hand. It is too light. There is no friction under the pen.

      She turns it over once, to check. The back is white. The page has nothing to lean against.

      She sets it down on the floor in front of her.

      The room registers what she is doing. The room has been the witness for every drawing on the back of every page worked on for weeks. The room does not protest. The room makes space.

      She uncaps the pen with her teeth.

      She thinks: he will see this.

      The thought is brief. It arrives in the same place where, on other nights, no thought arrives. It is more like the room thinking with her, in her voice, naming the new condition. He will see this. She does not know whose he. She has imagined him. She does not entirely know him. She has read his three comments enough times that the words are now part of the room. Keep making the page bleed. Paper heals differently. She had not understood, until she read it, that someone could read her work and instruct her in it without instructing her. She had not understood that being read could feel like being given permission for something you had not realised you had been asking permission for.

      The pen makes its first mark.

      She draws the eyes first.

      She has not drawn eyes first before. She has drawn the mouth first, always, for two years. The face has followed the mouth. The mouth has been the centre. Tonight she draws the eyes first because the eyes are what the piece is going to be about. The mouth will come later, briefly, and then it will be covered. The piece begins at the gaze.

      She works fast. The pen does not stop. The eyes appear in ballpoint blue — the lash, the lid, the iris, the small dark pupil at the centre. She reaches for the kiwi without thinking. She tears it with her thumbnail. The skin gives. She presses the green flesh against the page where the eyes are. The colour moves across the paper, vivid and unreasonable. The seeds catch. She does not brush them away. The eyes blur into something feral. She rubs them once with her thumb. Then again. The eyes settle into a pair of green stares meeting whoever is on the other side of the page.

      She draws the cheek. The jaw. The hollow under each eye. She draws the chin. She draws the nose only enough to suggest it. The face is half-made. The face is taking shape around the mouth that is not yet there.

      She draws the mouth.

      Lightly. Faintly. The line of the upper lip, the line of the lower. The mouth is closed this time. The teeth are not in it. The mouth is calm. The mouth is small in the centre of the face, almost an afterthought.

      She looks at it.

      She does not lift fruit. She does not stain. The mouth is not bleeding cherry juice and is not biting anything and is not parted. The mouth is just a mouth, faint, in the place where a mouth would be.

      She raises her own hand.

      She looks at it for a moment. Her own hand. The hand that has done the drawing. The hand that has held pens for years on the back of other people's pages. The hand that, three nights ago, was scratching at its wrist on a beach while strangers used her work to hurt her. She looks at her hand and does not flinch from it.

      She places her hand on the page over the mouth she has just drawn.

      She draws around her hand.

      The wrist enters the frame from the right edge of the face. The hand reaches across, fingers slightly spread, the palm pressed against the lower half of the face. The thumb runs along the cheek. The forefinger and middle finger cover the mouth completely. The other two fingers rest along the jawline. The hand is hers. The hand is her own hand drawn from life, while looking at her own hand, while pressing it to the page. The hand is the realest thing in the drawing.

      When she lifts the hand away, the mouth beneath it is barely visible. She does not redraw it. She leaves it the way it is — present, faint, covered. If you look closely you can see the line of the lip beneath the line of the palm. The mouth is there. The mouth is hers. The hand on top is doing what the hand is doing.

      She works on the hand. She thickens the contour. She presses the pen harder along the back of the knuckles. She leaves the palm uncoloured. There is no fruit. There is no coffee. The hand is the cleanest thing she has drawn in a year.

      She sits back.

      She looks at the piece.

      The green eyes meet her. The hand covers the mouth. The face holds itself together around the hand. The piece is more austere than the cherry-girl. The piece is also more direct. The cherry-girl had a mouth that was being looked at. The new piece has eyes that are doing the looking, and a hand that is choosing what to show.

      She thinks: I do not know if he will come.

      The thought arrives the way the first thought arrived. Brief. Almost room-thinking-with-her. She does not know if Echo Boy is still reading. He has not posted since the night of the cherry-girl. The account is dormant. She has scrolled to it more than once in three nights and seen the same blank profile. No new posts. No new comments. The boy may not exist anymore. The boy may have only existed for the one night when the troll was attacking her and someone had to write the verses that saved the post. The boy may not be coming back. She does not know.

      She makes the piece anyway. She is compelled to.

      She picks up the pen.

      In the lower left of the page, in the white space the drawing has left her, she writes three lines. The handwriting is the one that leans. The pen is the same blue ballpoint.

      If you are still reading, look here. The answer to the question you did not ask.

      She reads it once.

      She does not cross anything out.

      The pen lifts.

      She sits very still for a moment, looking at the page.

      The page is finished.

      The phone is on the floor beside her. She picks it up. She holds it above the drawing. The flash goes off, brief and white, and for a second the room is exposed. The unmade bed. The hoodie on the chair. The library book she has not returned. The cherry-girl printout on the desk, half-hidden under the newer paper. The wall of older drawings, blu-tacked at corners, some hanging by one.

      Then dark again.

      She thumbs the image. Crops it. The drawing fills the screen. The hand is clear. The eyes are clear. The mouth beneath the hand is just visible if you know to look for it. The poem in the lower left is readable.

      She opens the account.

      amouthfulofcherries.

      She types nothing in the caption. She has not typed a caption since the cherry-girl. She does not type one now.

      She posts.

      The room exhales.

      She places the phone face down on the floor, screen against the carpet, beside her bare foot.

      She does not lie back. She sits where she is, arms around her knees, looking at where the page was before she lifted it. The page is not there anymore. The page is on her phone. The page is on the internet. The page may already have been seen by someone. The page may already have been seen by him.

      Downstairs, Helen moves through the kitchen. The same domestic sounds. The chink of a mug. The fridge opening, closing, a tap. A mother working in her own life while her daughter works in hers.

      The phone, face down, does not vibrate.

      It does not vibrate immediately. It does not vibrate in the first minute. It does not vibrate in the second minute. The room is very quiet.

      She thinks: not yet.

      She does not think anything else.

      Her thumb moves to her mouth. She bites a piece of skin from the side of her thumbnail. The same gesture as three nights ago. The same place. It bleeds, very slightly.

      The phone, face down, vibrates once.

      She does not move.

      The phone vibrates a second time.

      She does not turn it over.

      She waits one more breath, then another, then a third, and then she lowers her hand from her mouth and turns the phone over slowly, face up against her palm, the screen lighting her face from beneath in the dim room.

      The first vibration is Naila.

      The second vibration is Theo.

      The third has not come yet.

      She reads Naila's message. oh my god els. She reads Theo's. the hand. Just that. The hand.

      She does not respond.

      She is waiting for the third vibration.

      The phone does not vibrate.

      Outside, a gull. A car. A bottle dropped somewhere two streets away.

      The seam of gold beneath the curtain thins.

      The room goes dark in the slow ordinary way rooms do when no one turns a lamp on, except for the phone, which she has not put back down, which she is holding in her hand, screen facing up, lighting her face from below in the dark.

      She waits.

    
  
    
      Chapter 14

      A New Phrase

      The flat at nine in the morning is the flat from the night of the verses with the curtain pulled back. Light comes in across the kitchen table where the laptop sits closed beside the plate Greg ate from last night and the bottle he drank and the cork he placed beside the bottle when he meant to put it back in. The cork has been there for thirty-six hours. The flat has been waiting for him to notice it. He hasn't.

      Brighton is in the kitchen with him in the small ways Brighton is always in his kitchen — the gull on the roof of the building opposite, complaining about something the gull will never name, the bus reversing into the depot two streets over, a woman calling a child's name in the way only a woman calling a child's name on a weekday morning in late August sounds.

      Greg stands at the sink. He fills a glass. The water tastes of old pipes. He drinks it anyway, the way he has drunk it for nine years, the way a man drinks the water of a flat he has not yet decided is home.

      In the bedroom the shirt on the chair is one that has been ironed. It has been ironed by him, at some point in the last two days, without ceremony, without thought, the way a man irons a shirt when he is doing the small things he used to do as a younger man and has not done in years. He puts the shirt on. He buttons it. His fingers find the buttons faster than fingers have found buttons in his flat for a long time.

      In the bathroom the mirror has a steam-ring at the edge from the morning's shower. He looks at himself through the ring. The face in the glass is the face. The face has not become a different face overnight. The face is, however, looking at the mirror for the half-second longer than usual that a face looks when something in the body underneath the face has been pleased with itself recently. He does not name the pleasure. The pleasure goes on without being named.

      He leaves the flat at twenty-past-eight.

      The street carries the sharp, slanted light of a Friday morning in late summer. The early commuter rush already over. A delivery van pulled half onto the pavement outside the corner shop. The sea two streets away making its small Brighton sound that is the sound of the sea heard through buildings rather than the sound of the sea heard at the front. The walk to school is the walk to school. He has done it five hundred times. The pavement remembers his foot.

      He arrives early.

      The music block is empty. The chairs are stacked. The windows have been opened. The smell of yesterday's instruments still hangs — resin, the slight metallic catch of brass, the warm-cardboard smell of old amplifiers — in the air the way certain smells hang in rooms where people have been making sound and have gone home.

      He unstacks two chairs because two is the number of chairs he needs. He opens the piano. He sits.

      The keys are yellowed in the specific way piano keys yellow when generations of teenagers have played them badly. The middle C is slightly out. It has been slightly out for a year and the school has not had the budget to call the tuner. Greg has stopped hearing the out-of-tune-ness, in the way a man stops hearing a small fault in a thing he sees every day.

      His hands find the keys before he decides what to play. They always have.

      The first chord is the chord his hands find on the way to deciding. The second chord is a question the first chord has asked of itself. The third opens onto a phrase.

      The phrase.

      Something his hands have not played before and seem to know.

      He plays it. The phrase has a shape. The shape is six bars long. The third bar wants to go somewhere the second bar did not promise it would go. He follows the phrase to where it wants to go. The phrase ends on a chord that is not the chord he was expecting. He sits with the chord for the length of a breath. He plays the phrase again from the beginning. The shape holds. The third bar wants the same wrong-right thing. The phrase ends in the same place. He plays it a third time. He does not change anything. The phrase plays itself through him.

      He has not written a phrase that did this for nine years.

      The first students arrive.

      The door is half open and Jamie pushes it the rest of the way with his shoulder, guitar case in one hand, takeaway coffee in the other. He pauses in the doorway. The pause is the pause of a young person who has come into a room expecting one thing and found another.

      "You're early, sir."

      "Couldn't sleep."

      Jamie looks at him for the half-second longer than the comment warrants. Jamie has the slight frown of a young person registering something he has not yet given a name to.

      "That a new tune?"

      "Just messing about."

      "Sounded like a tune."

      "Set up your gear, Jamie."

      Jamie carries the guitar case to the corner and unzips it. The case opens with the small leathery sound case-zips make. The other students arrive in twos and threes and the morning begins to fill. The cellist sits down with the cello between her knees and tunes by ear, the slow drone of the A string filling the room while the rest of the class settles. The sax player is late. The sax player is always late. Mira is not in this class.

      Greg teaches.

      He does not look at his phone.

      The phone is in the jacket pocket. The jacket is on the chair behind the piano. The phone has been in that pocket for the duration of the lesson and for the duration of the night before the lesson and for the duration of the night before that. The phone has been in the pocket without being looked at for forty-three hours. The phone may have vibrated. The pocket has muffled the vibration if the phone has vibrated. Greg has not, in forty-three hours, taken the phone out and looked at it for anything other than the time. The phone exists in the way pockets exist. The phone is the small unconsidered weight against his hip.

      The lesson runs. The phrase he was playing when Jamie came in is not in the lesson. The lesson is about voice-leading. Greg teaches voice-leading the way he teaches voice-leading, which is by playing examples on the piano while the students watch his hands. His hands play the examples cleanly. The hands are working. The hands have been working all morning.

      When the bell goes Jamie packs his guitar away slowly. Jamie has been packing his guitar away slowly for several lessons now, in the manner of a young person waiting to see whether the older person will say something. Greg does not say anything. Jamie zips the case. Jamie stands.

      "Sir."

      "Jamie."

      "Are you, like... alright?"

      The question lands in the room before either of them has decided what to do with it.

      Greg looks at the boy.

      The boy is the boy. The hair tousled. The grin that is half-asleep and completely alert. The shoulders not yet broadened. The face still finding itself. The boy is asking the question the boy is asking. The question is not Eddie's question. Eddie asks the question and expects the no that means yes. The boy is asking the question the way the boy asks questions, which is straight, with the social padding turned off, the way young people ask things adults have learned to ask sideways.

      "I'm fine, Jamie. Thanks."

      "Cool."

      The boy does not move.

      "It's just, you seem..."

      "Seem what."

      "I don't know. Different."

      Greg gives him the smile he uses for difficult parents on parents' evening, the small confident closing-down smile that has worked on parents for fifteen years and does not work on Jamie today, because Jamie is not a parent and Jamie is, in any case, not going to be deflected by the smile he has watched Greg use on parents.

      "Just slept better than usual."

      Jamie's nod is the nod of a young person who has decided not to push and has not finished noticing.

      He shoulders the guitar. At the door he pauses.

      "That phrase. The one when I came in."

      "Yeah."

      "It's good."

      "Thanks."

      "Like, really good."

      "Right."

      "Anyway."

      He leaves.

      Greg sits at the piano for another minute. The phrase plays itself in his head once. He does not play it out. He closes the piano. He picks up his jacket. The phone in the pocket presses against his hip and makes no sound.

      In the staffroom four other teachers in for the last week of summer programme admin, and the smell of coffee that has been on the hotplate too long and the small institutional smell of carpet that has not been deep-cleaned in three years. Sarah looks up from her marking. Sarah has been head of music for eleven years. Sarah and Greg have shared this room across most of that time, and most of the time has been quiet, and the quiet has been the working kind.

      "Greg."

      "Sarah."

      Sarah looks up from a stack of summer-programme reports. Sarah has been head of music for eleven years. "You look well."

      He pours himself a coffee.

      "Long sleep."

      "Hair cut?"

      "No."

      "You sure?"

      "Pretty sure."

      She returns to the marking. She makes a note in red in the margin. She turns the page.

      "Good," she says, without looking up. "Whatever it is."

      Greg sits with his coffee, letting the bitter heat of it ground him. He drinks it. The school laptop boots. He answers three emails. He closes the laptop. He does not open a browser. The phone in his jacket pocket makes no sound.

      At three he sits with a pile of summer-programme final compositions, which are mostly bad in the small unsurprising way teenage compositions are mostly bad., and he writes notes in the margins in pencil because pencils can be erased and he is, today, a man who is leaving room for the students to be better than they have been. The notes are encouraging. He uses the word interesting twice. He has not used the word interesting in a margin since 2019.

      At four-thirty he leaves.

      The walk home is the walk home in the late-August way Brighton is late-August at four-thirty — the light low, the sea-air carrying the heat of the day even though the day is ending, the gulls quieter than they were in the morning, the buses fuller, the buggies fuller, the off-licence on Lewes Road doing the small steady afternoon trade of the working week. He passes the off-licence. He does not go in. The not-going-in is not deliberate. The not-going-in is the small absence of an action that has been habitual for nine years. The off-licence has not been visited by him in three evenings. The owner has not yet remarked on this, but will, by next week.

      The flat at five-fifteen is the flat at nine in the morning with the light different and one detail changed — he has, since this morning, decided to clear the plate. He clears it. He washes it. He puts it on the drying rack. The cork is still on the counter. He picks the cork up. He holds it in his hand. He places it back down on the counter. He does not throw it away. The cork stays.

      He goes to the bedroom. He changes out of the school shirt. He puts on the shirt he wears in the flat in the evenings, the loose one with the buttons that no longer quite line up. The shirt is older than the marriage. Helen would remember it.

      The kitchen at five-thirty has the orange wash beginning at the window. The laptop is on the table. He looks at it. He does not open it. He moves it to the side, by an inch, the way you move a thing whose presence has become loud without admitting that the loudness exists.

      He goes to the front room.

      The front room contains the piano and a sofa and a low table with a book on it that he has not opened in six weeks. The piano is closed. He opens it. He sits.

      He plays the phrase.

      The phrase is the phrase from the morning. He plays it again. He plays it slowly. He plays it looking at his own hands the way a man looks at his own hands when the hands are doing something the man cannot account for. The third bar's wrong-right is the third bar's wrong-right. The phrase will not be argued with.

      He plays it a fourth time. He plays it slow enough that the chord at the end is held for the length of a breath after the breath has come out. The chord holds. The flat holds. The orange wash deepens at the window.

      He stops.

      His hands rest on the keys. The piano stays open. The flat goes on.

      He stands. He goes to the kitchen. He drinks a glass of water at the sink, looking out at the buildings opposite, the lit windows of other people's lives running in the small parallel way other people's lives run beside his when he is not paying attention to them. He has not poured wine. The not-pouring is not a decision. The not-pouring is what is happening tonight, the way the not-going-into-the-off-licence was what was happening this afternoon, the way the not-opening-the-laptop has been what has happened all day.

      He eats. He watches the BBC for twenty minutes. At seven he washes up. At eight he goes back to the piano. He plays the phrase. The phrase still holds. He plays it for an hour. His hands grow tired in the good way. He closes the piano.

      He goes to bed.

      The bedroom is the bedroom. The streetlight outside is the orange wash. The ceiling is the ceiling. He lies on his back. He is asleep in the slow way a man who has done a hard thing on a Tuesday is asleep by the Friday, three days into the small ordinary recovery of a life that nearly went somewhere worse and didn't.

      The laptop sits closed on the kitchen table.

      The phone is in the pocket of the jacket on the back of the kitchen chair.

      The phone has vibrated since this morning. It has vibrated for the like on the new post from a stranger Greg does not know, and for a notification from a banking app, and for a Royal Mail tracking text, and for the new post itself, which was made at six-forty-three on the evening of the third night and which Greg has not seen, because the phone has been in the pocket and the pocket has been on the chair and the chair has been in the kitchen and the kitchen has been three rooms away from the piano.

      The flat is dark.

      Greg sleeps.

    
  
    
      Chapter 15

      The Orbit Without the Sun

      Naila's room is small, west-facing, full of the late-August sun the way only a Saturday afternoon bedroom is full of late-August sun — the light slanting across the unmade bed, the dust in the air visible in the long gold beams, the kind of light that makes everything look slightly more important than it is.

      The window is open. Brighton is somewhere below — the gull on the chimney pot, the laughter from the street, the slow Saturday rhythm of a city in the last weekend before everyone pretends summer is ending. The music on Naila's speaker is something Theo chose, a slow indie thing with a woman singing in French, the volume kept low enough that the conversation in the room is the louder thing.

      The three of them are on the bed.

      Naila is propped against the headboard with her phone in both hands. Theo is at the foot of the bed cross-legged, picking at the embroidery on the cuff of her cardigan, her own phone face-down beside her. Marcus is sideways across the middle of the bed with his head on Naila's thigh and his feet hanging off the other edge, the kind of sprawled boy-arrangement boys arrange themselves into when they are in a girl's room they have been in a hundred times.

      The room has Ella in it without Ella being there.

      On the wall above Naila's desk, blu-tacked at the corners, a small drawing in ballpoint blue. A peach in cross-section, the stone visible, the colour built up in coffee. Ella gave it to Naila when they were fifteen. The drawing has yellowed slightly at the edges. The peach is still the peach.

      On the chair, draped over the back, a hoodie that is too big for Naila and the wrong colour for Naila, that Naila has been meaning to give back since June.

      In the room without being in the room. The way friends are in each other's rooms.

      Naila scrolls.

      "He hasn't come back."

      The other two know which he. The pronoun does not need an antecedent. The pronoun has been the same pronoun for three days.

      Theo looks up. "Still?"

      "Still."

      "Show me."

      Naila turns the phone toward her. Theo leans in. They look at the hand-over-mouth post together. The image is the image. The eyes meeting whatever is looking. The hand covering the mouth. The poem in the lower left in Ella's leaning handwriting.

      Beneath the post: the small column of likes and comments. The friends' comments. No Echo Boy.

      Theo looks at it for a long moment.

      "That was Tuesday."

      "Three nights."

      "Three nights."

      "And before that, you remember, with the cherry one, he came within an hour."

      "Within an hour, yeah."

      "And now nothing."

      Marcus rolls his head sideways to look at the phone. "He's lost interest."

      "Marcus."

      "What. People lose interest."

      "He hasn't lost interest."

      "How do you know."

      "Because he wrote, like, what he wrote."

      "What did he write."

      "You've read what he wrote."

      "I'm just saying."

      Theo says quietly, "He has not lost interest."

      Marcus shifts. "Maybe he's just on holiday."

      "He doesn't have a profile."

      "So he doesn't go on holiday."

      "You can be on holiday and look at your phone."

      "Says the woman whose dad makes her give up her phone in Cornwall."

      "Different generation."

      "Same internet."

      The conversation moves the way these conversations move. Looping. Picking up old jokes. Naila is scrolling further. Up the account. Past the hand-over-mouth. Past the cherry-girl. Past the older posts, the ones from before Echo Boy existed, the ones Ella made for nobody.

      "Read me one of them again."

      Theo knows which.

      "Which?"

      "The cherry one."

      Theo takes Naila's phone. She finds the comment. She reads it aloud in the slightly performative voice they all read poetry in when they read it together, which is a voice none of them would use alone, which is the voice friends use when they have agreed without agreeing that the thing they are reading is going to be read like it matters.

      "You saw a mouth and mistook it for permission. You saw red and called it invitation. That is not insight. That is hunger wearing borrowed eyes. Wanting to be seen is not the same as being yours to take."

      The room holds it for a second after she finishes.

      Marcus exhales. "That's mad."

      "It's good."

      "It's really good."

      "I know."

      "Like, who writes that."

      "I keep trying to think."

      "That's what I'm saying."

      "It's not a normal person."

      "It's not nobody, though. Someone wrote it."

      Naila takes the phone back. She holds it on her stomach. She looks at the ceiling.

      "Could it be Marcus."

      Marcus sits up. "Excuse me."

      Theo laughs. The laugh is the small relief-laugh the friends have been holding in for some minutes.

      "Could it be Marcus," Theo says. "He is right here in the room."

      "It cannot be Marcus."

      "Why not."

      "Marcus, have you ever written a poem."

      "I've written several poems."

      "Show us one."

      "They're private."

      "Convenient."

      "Genuinely private. Personal expression."

      "Marcus, sweetheart."

      "I have."

      "You have not."

      "I wrote one in Year 9 about a kestrel."

      "That doesn't count."

      "Why not."

      "Echo Boy is not writing kestrel poems."

      Marcus lies back down with mock dignity. "We don't know what Echo Boy is writing in private."

      "He is not writing kestrel poems."

      "You don't know that."

      "I know that, Marcus."

      Naila is still scrolling. "Could it be that boy from the Pavilion thing."

      "Which one."

      "The one with the long coat. In June."

      "No."

      "Why no."

      "Because he could not put a sentence together at the time."

      "He'd had three pints."

      "He'd had four. And his sentence about my eyes was, quote, your eyes are, like, really eye-shaped."

      Marcus chokes. "Eye-shaped."

      "Eye-shaped."

      "I'm sorry, that's killing me."

      "Echo Boy is not Eye-Shaped Boy."

      "Fair."

      Theo, quieter, says: "It could be Jamie."

      The room moves slightly.

      Marcus props himself up on one elbow. "Mr Martin's class Jamie."

      "That Jamie."

      "Why him."

      "He writes. He does that thing in class with the loops and the speaking over it. He's good. He's actually good."

      "Mira fancies him."

      "Mira's allowed to fancy him."

      "Mira has fancied him since Year 10."

      "Theo, focus."

      Theo lifts her shoulders. "I'm just saying. He writes. He has the voice. He's around. He saw her at the Fringe — Naila, you said you saw him see her."

      "I did see him see her."

      "And then later."

      "Yeah."

      "In the Laines."

      "Yeah."

      "So."

      Marcus says, "Has Jamie ever, like, said anything about her account."

      "He told Mr Martin about it. In class. According to Mira."

      "Wait."

      "What."

      "He told Mr Martin?"

      "Apparently."

      "That's a bit of a move."

      "Why."

      "Like, why would you tell your music teacher about a girl in the year above's secret poetry account."

      "Mira said it was kind of awkward. Mr Martin didn't know."

      "Right but still."

      Theo says, "That's actually rank, though. Of Jamie."

      "Bit, yeah."

      "You don't do that."

      "You really don't."

      "Especially when it's her dad."

      "Estranged dad."

      "Even more so."

      "Yeah."

      A pause.

      Marcus: "Although."

      "Although what."

      "What was Mr Martin going to do with it."

      The friends consider this.

      Naila says, "He wouldn't find it."

      "No."

      "He wouldn't know where to start."

      "And he doesn't, like, ask Ella things."

      "He hasn't asked her about her life in years."

      "So even if he heard."

      "Nothing came of it."

      "Nothing came of it."

      Naila has gone quiet.

      The other two look at her.

      "What."

      She shakes her head.

      "What."

      "Just." She is still looking at the ceiling. "If it's Jamie."

      "Yeah."

      "That would be."

      "What."

      "I don't know. Mental?"

      Theo nods. "I keep getting stuck on that too. Mental, but also it kind of fits."

      "It fits in some ways."

      "In some ways."

      "It does not fit in other ways."

      "What ways."

      "Echo Boy is..." Naila is choosing her words. "He has not made a mistake yet. In what he has written. He has not had one moment of being a bit dumb."

      "And Jamie."

      "Jamie is great."

      "But."

      "But Jamie has, like, moments of being a bit dumb. Like everyone our age. Like all of us. Like Marcus, just now, with the kestrel."

      "Hey."

      "You did write a kestrel poem, Marcus."

      "It was a metaphor."

      "For what."

      "Existence."

      "Marcus."

      "I was thirteen."

      Theo is still on Jamie. "I think it might be him though. I keep coming back to him. Who else writes."

      Naila says, slowly, "Maybe nobody we know."

      "Maybe."

      "Maybe it's just some boy from somewhere else. Maybe he's at uni in London. Maybe he found the account through someone."

      "Maybe."

      "That would be safer."

      Theo glances at her. "Safer than what."

      Naila is still looking at the ceiling. "Just safer."

      The other two register this. Theo turns it over in her head without saying anything. Marcus opens his mouth, closes it, decides not to ask.

      The room is quiet for a moment. The French woman on Theo's playlist sings the same word three times in a row over a guitar. The dust hangs in the gold beam.

      Marcus says, "But he is coming back, though. Right?"

      "Echo Boy?"

      "Yeah."

      Naila says, "I hope so."

      "Why wouldn't he."

      "I don't know."

      "He came the first time."

      "He came the first time."

      "He'll come again."

      "Probably."

      "It's only been three days."

      "Three nights."

      "What's the difference."

      "There is no difference."

      "Why did you say three nights then."

      "Because that's how she would say it."

      The room holds this.

      Marcus picks at a thread on his sleeve. Theo lies back across the foot of the bed and looks at the ceiling the way the others have been looking at the ceiling. The dust in the beam has shifted with the sun. The afternoon has begun to thin.

      Then Naila's phone vibrates.

      The vibration is the small one — short, single, not the longer rhythm of a message. The friends register the difference in the sound. A like, maybe. A comment.

      Naila tilts the phone up.

      She looks at it for a second.

      "Oh."

      "What."

      "Hold on."

      She sits up properly. Marcus's head slides off her thigh. He sits up too. Theo lifts onto her elbows.

      "Naila. What."

      Naila is reading.

      "It's not him."

      "What's not him."

      "It's not Echo Boy."

      "Then what."

      "It's her."

      Theo says, "Her?"

      "Her. Ella."

      "Ella what."

      "She's commented."

      "On her own post?"

      "Under the hand-over-mouth."

      "What does it say."

      Naila does not answer for a second. She is reading it again. Then she turns the phone so the others can see.

      The notification has opened the post. The hand-over-mouth fills the top of the screen. Beneath it, the comments. The friends' likes. The friends' small comments from three days ago. And then, at the top of the new comments — posted twenty seconds ago, from amouthfulofcherries itself, beneath her own post, in the place where Echo Boy's comment would have gone if Echo Boy had come — four words.

      Welcome to the dance.

      Marcus reads it.

      He reads it again.

      "Welcome to the dance."

      "That's what she posted."

      "Welcome to the dance."

      "That's what she posted."

      He looks at Naila. Naila is still looking at the screen.

      Theo, very quietly, says, "Oh, Els."

      Marcus says, "Welcome to what."

      Theo says, "The dance."

      "What dance."

      "The dance with Echo Boy obviously."

      "She has decided it's a dance."

      Naila says, "She has decided he gets to know she's decided."

      The three of them sit with this.

      Marcus reads it a fourth time. "She has posted Welcome to the dance to her own account that a stranger has been commenting on for three days, and the stranger has been gone for three of those days, and she is welcoming him into a dance."

      "Yes."

      "She has lost it."

      "She has not lost it."

      "This is unhinged."

      "This is not unhinged."

      "This is unhinged, Theo. She is seventeen. She has had three comments from a stranger. She is welcoming him into a dance."

      "It's brave."

      "It's both."

      "Those are not opposites."

      Naila has not moved. Naila is reading the four words. Naila is reading them slowly, the way Naila reads things when Naila is trying to understand what Ella has done. Naila has known Ella since they were thirteen. Naila knows how Ella's mind works. Naila knows that Ella does not post unconsidered things. Naila knows that the four words have been chosen, that the form has been chosen, that the placement under the hand-over-mouth has been chosen, and that the smallness of the gesture is doing more than the smallness suggests.

      "It's a challenge," Naila says.

      "What is."

      "The four words. It's a challenge."

      "She is challenging him."

      "She is challenging him."

      "He hasn't come back for three days."

      "Yes."

      "And she is saying."

      "She is saying I have decided this is something. Are you in or not."

      "That is a challenge."

      "That is a challenge."

      Marcus, after a moment: "Does she know it's a challenge."

      Naila considers.

      "She knows enough. She doesn't know exactly. She knows it's a move."

      "A move."

      "Yeah."

      "And he has to."

      "Yeah."

      "Or."

      "Or."

      The room is very quiet. The French song has changed to a slow piano thing. The dust is still in the beam. The light has moved another inch.

      Theo says, "He's going to have to come."

      "He's going to have to come."

      "He cannot read that and not come."

      "No."

      "He has to either come or be gone forever."

      "Yes."

      "He cannot be in the middle anymore."

      "No."

      Marcus says, "I really hope he comes."

      It is the first time any of them has said it aloud. The friends register that this is what they have been thinking for three days. They have been hoping for a stranger. They have been hoping for the boy who wrote the cherry was never yours. They have been hoping for him on Ella's behalf. They are now hoping for him in the open.

      Naila says, "Me too."

      Theo says nothing. But Theo's face is the face of a girl who has been hoping for him since before the others knew they were hoping.

      The friends are quiet for some time. The post is on the screen. The four words are at the top of the comments. The hand-over-mouth is above the comments, the eyes meeting whoever is looking, the hand covering the mouth, the poem in the lower left.

      Naila lays the phone face down on the bed beside her.

      Marcus says, "What now."

      "Now we wait."

      "How long."

      "As long as it takes."

      "And if he doesn't come."

      Naila looks at him.

      "Then we go round."

      "When."

      "When we have to."

      The friends do not move for a long moment. Then Theo sits up. She picks up her water bottle. She drinks from it. She puts it down.

      "I should go."

      "Yeah."

      "Mum wants me back."

      "Yeah."

      "Call me."

      "If anything."

      "Anything."

      "I'll call you."

      Theo gathers her cardigan. She does not hug them this time. The hug is not what the moment wants. She lifts a hand. She leaves.

      Marcus stays for another quarter of an hour. He does not talk much. He looks at the ceiling. Once he says welcome to the dance, half to himself, as if testing the words against the air of the room. Naila does not respond. Marcus, eventually, stands.

      "I'll come round tomorrow."

      "Yeah."

      "With pastries."

      "Yeah."

      "Naila."

      "Yeah."

      "She's going to be okay."

      Naila looks at him.

      "I think so."

      "You think so."

      "I really think so."

      "Okay."

      He leaves.

      Naila is alone in her room.

      The phone is on the bed beside her. The post is on the screen if she opens it. The four words are still there. Echo Boy is still not there.

      She does not open the phone.

      She lies on her side facing the wall. The light has moved through gold to amber to something approaching rust. The peach is still on the wall. The hoodie is still on the chair. Brighton is still outside. Somewhere a few streets away, Ella is in her room, knowing she has posted what she has posted, waiting for what comes next.

      The orbit is the orbit.

      The sun has acted.

      The planets are still in their places.

      The afternoon ends.

    
  
    
      Chapter 16

      She Has Been Waiting

      Somewhere in Brighton, not far from Naila's room and not far from Ella's room and not far from Greg's flat — the city is small in this way — there is another room.

      The room is a girl's bedroom. It is on the second floor of a terraced house in one of the streets that runs uphill from the seafront, the streets that have the same Victorian bones as every other Brighton street but with cheaper paint. The window faces north. The light is the cooler light. The afternoon has been the afternoon, in this room, without the gold beams that have been in Naila's.

      The girl is sixteen.

      She is on her bed.

      She is on her bed in the way girls are on their beds on Saturday evenings — propped against the headboard, knees up, the laptop on her thighs, the phone in her hand, the headphones in, one earbud out so she can hear if her mother calls up the stairs. The duvet is pulled up around her hips. She is wearing the joggers she has been wearing since this morning and a long-sleeved t-shirt that belonged to someone who is not in her life anymore.

      The room.

      Posters on one wall. A Lana Del Rey poster, faded slightly at the corners. A print of a Hopper painting. A photograph of a dog that died three years ago, blu-tacked above the desk. The desk has a laptop charger and a hairbrush and a small glass jar with pencils in it. The shelves have books arranged by colour — a thing she did when she was twelve and has not undone — and a soft toy from when she was younger that she has not put away because she has not decided yet whether she is old enough to put it away.

      In the corner, on a stand, a violin in its case. The case is open. The violin is inside it. The bow is across the violin's belly. The rosin is in the small pocket below the chinrest. The violin has been in the case for two days. She has not picked it up since Thursday. She would normally have practised by now on a Saturday. She has not. She has not been able to.

      She has been on her phone since the friends started talking in Naila's room three streets away, although she does not know that is what she has been doing. She has been on her phone because being on her phone has been the only way to feel less alone with what she is feeling. She has been refreshing the account every five minutes. She has been doing this since Tuesday night, the night the cherry-girl post went up and the comments started, the night she made the first account and wrote the first comments and then watched, with the small private horror of someone seeing their own cruelty answered better than it was issued, as the stranger she did not know existed wrote the verses that became the verses everyone in her school has been reading.

      She has read the verses many times.

      She has read them more times than the friends have read them. She has read them more times than Ella has read them, probably. She has read them in the dark, on her phone, with her face lit from below, lying on her side, the way she has been lying for the last hour.

      She has been waiting too.

      This is the thing that has been hardest. She has been waiting for Echo Boy the way they have all been waiting. She has been waiting because she believes — she has been believing since Wednesday morning, with the certainty of a sixteen-year-old who has worked something out — that Echo Boy is Jamie.

      She has known Jamie since Year 9. She has fancied Jamie since Year 10. She has watched Jamie watch Ella since the Fringe in early August. She has not said anything to Jamie about any of this because saying things to Jamie about any of this is not a thing she has decided to do. She has been waiting. She has been hoping that Jamie's interest in Ella is temporary, the way teenage interests are sometimes temporary, the way she has read in books that boys notice girls and then stop noticing them when something else happens.

      Echo Boy was not what she expected.

      When the cherry-girl post got the troll comments on Tuesday — the comments she wrote, the comments she does not let herself think about as comments she wrote — she had assumed the post would be deleted. The post would be deleted and Ella would be quieter for a while and Jamie would notice this and move on. This was the plan. She did not articulate it as a plan when she made it. She did it the way people do small bad things, by not naming what they are doing.

      Then Echo Boy arrived.

      Echo Boy arrived and wrote the three verses that did the opposite of what she had wanted. The verses made the post stronger. The verses made Ella into the figure in the room that everyone was now reading. The verses also, and this was the part that had not let her go for four days, named her. You saw a mouth and mistook it for permission. That is hunger wearing borrowed eyes. She had been the one who saw the mouth and mistook it. She had been the one whose eyes had been borrowed. The verses had been written about her. She had read them four hundred times trying to convince herself this was not true. They were always still true.

      And the verses were Jamie.

      She has been certain of this since Wednesday. The voice in the verses is the voice she has been listening to in music class for two years — the loops, the speaking over the loops, the way Jamie writes lyrics that turn on a small word, the way Jamie has the rhythm of someone older than he is. The verses are Jamie's voice transposed slightly. The pretending-to-be-someone-else is thin. She can see through it because she has been watching Jamie for two years. She knows his voice the way you know the voice of someone you have been listening to without admitting you have been listening.

      She has not said this to anyone.

      She has not said it because saying it would require admitting how closely she has been listening.

      So she has been waiting. Waiting for Echo Boy to come back. Waiting for Jamie — for the boy she has been watching, for the boy whose lyrics she has memorised, for the boy who has been writing love poetry to a girl in the year above — to come back and write more verses. The waiting has been the worst kind of waiting because she does not want him to come back and she also wants him to come back so she can read what he writes, which is the kind of contradiction that a sixteen-year-old whose hurt has been chronic can hold without it resolving.

      Then, an hour ago, the comment arrived.

      The comment that is on the screen right now on her phone, on the comment thread beneath the hand-over-mouth, which she has been reading for an hour without scrolling away from.

      Welcome to the dance.

      Four words.

      Ella has written four words beneath her own post, in the place where Echo Boy's comment would have gone. Ella has, in those four words, made the relationship a public fact. Ella has named what is happening as a dance and welcomed her partner in.

      The girl has read the four words eleven times. Each time the words have landed harder. The dance is the thing she has been watching from the side of the room. The dance has been performed at her without her being one of the dancers. The dance now has a name.

      She closes her phone briefly. She closes her eyes. She breathes in and out three times. She does the thing the school counsellor told her about last year. The thing does not work tonight. The thing has not been working for four days.

      She opens her phone.

      She opens Instagram.

      She switches accounts.

      The secondary account is the one she made on Tuesday. She made it on her laptop, through a VPN, using an email address she made for it on the same day. The account is called something that looks like the kind of string of letters and numbers a bored teenager might choose at random. There is no profile picture. There are no posts. There are seventeen followers, all of which are people the algorithm has suggested to her because the algorithm does not know who she is.

      She has used the account three times. The first two times were Tuesday night, the comments on the cherry-girl, the words that Echo Boy answered. The third time was Thursday morning, two small comments she posted in the night and deleted by lunchtime when no one had responded to them because Echo Boy had not been there to respond.

      This is the fourth time.

      She types.

      She does not draft. She types directly into the comment field beneath the hand-over-mouth post, in the place where her cruelty has been before. The four words from Ella are still at the top of the thread. The friends' likes and small comments from Tuesday are still there. The thread is otherwise quiet. The dance has been declared. The partner has not arrived.

      She types:

      welcome to the dance lol the dance is two comments from a stranger get a grip

      She reads it.

      She does not delete it.

      She posts.

      The comment appears beneath Ella's. She watches it appear. The notification chime she has turned off does not sound. The comment is there. welcome to the dance lol the dance is two comments from a stranger get a grip. It looks like the kind of thing it is, which is the cruelty of a sixteen-year-old typing in a bedroom at six on a Saturday evening with her duvet pulled up around her hips.

      She types another.

      welcome to the dance from someone who has not posted a face in two years

      She reads it.

      She does not delete it.

      She posts.

      She types another.

      the dance is sad. the dance is one person posting and one person not responding. you can dance alone if you want

      She reads it.

      She does not delete it.

      She posts.

      The three comments sit beneath Ella's four words. The thread is now: Ella's invitation, three small acts of cruelty, the silence of the absent reader. The dance has had three spectators boo it.

      She types one more.

      welcome to whatever this is. it isn't a dance

      She posts.

      She lays the phone face down on the duvet.

      She does not move for some time. The phone is heavy on the duvet in the way phones are heavy when they have just been used to do something the user knows is bad. The girl on the bed knows it is bad. The knowledge is in the room with her. The knowledge has been in the room with her since Tuesday. She has been carrying it.

      She picks the phone up again.

      She rereads the four comments she has just posted. They are still cruel. They are still small. They are still hers. She knows they will be deleted by Ella's friends by morning. She knows the account will be blocked. She knows she will make another account on Tuesday and do it again because that is what she has been doing for four days and nothing about tonight has changed the trajectory.

      She locks the phone.

      She lies on her side facing the wall. The duvet is over her shoulder. The cooler northern light has gone out of the window completely now. The room is dark except for the small line of light coming under her bedroom door from the landing.

      Her mother calls from downstairs.

      "Mir!"

      The girl does not answer.

      "Mir, are you eating with us?"

      The girl says, "Not hungry."

      "Are you alright."

      "I'm fine."

      "Are you sure."

      "Mum. I'm fine."

      A pause from downstairs. Then footsteps going back to the kitchen.

      The girl lies on her side facing the wall.

      In the corner, the violin is in its case. The case is still open. The violin has not been played since Thursday. The girl has not picked it up because picking it up would mean playing the piece she has been working on for the autumn audition, which is a piece by a composer who wrote about love in the wrong key, which is a piece she cannot get through right now without the small specific shame of a sixteen-year-old who is in the middle of doing something she would not want to be doing if she were the kind of girl who could play that piece properly.

      The phone is on the duvet beside her.

      It does not vibrate.

      She lies there.

      She lies there for a long time.

      Outside the window, Brighton continues into Saturday evening — the gulls quieter, the buses fuller, the light gone, the orange wash beginning over the slate roofs. The city does not know about the room. The city does not know about the comments. The city does not know about the girl on the bed.

      The bedroom is the bedroom.

      The violin is the violin.

      The afternoon was the afternoon and the evening is the evening and somewhere a few streets away a girl named Ella who does not know this girl exists has welcomed a stranger into a dance, and the girl in this room — who fancies a boy who has been watching Ella, who has been reading the verses written by the wrong person, who has been waiting and trolling and waiting — turns her face into the pillow and stays there until she falls asleep without eating dinner.

      The phone, face down on the duvet, does not vibrate.

      The night begins.

    
  
    
      Chapter 17

      Welcome to the Dance

      Greg is up earlier than he has been up on a Sunday in two years.

      He is in the kitchen in the loose shirt with the buttons that no longer line up and the joggers he sleeps in. His hair is uncombed in the small unselfconscious way hair is uncombed when a man has not yet looked at himself in a mirror and is not planning to look at himself in a mirror for the next hour. The kettle is on. The bread is on the counter. The plate from last night is on the drying rack where he washed it after eating. The cork is still on the counter beside the cooker, where it has been since Thursday evening.

      The light at this hour is the soft Sunday light Brighton has in late August, the kind that comes in low at the window and lays down across the kitchen floor in a long pale stripe that has not yet reached the table. The radio is not on. Outside, the gulls are doing the slow Sunday version of their complaining, less urgent than the Friday version, the way gulls take Sundays slightly off.

      He makes coffee. He stands at the sink while it brews. He drinks the first half of the cup before he sits down.

      The phone is on the kitchen table where he left it last night. The phone has been on the kitchen table since Friday evening. Greg has been carrying it in his pocket through the days and leaving it on the table at night and not really registering that this is the rhythm he has fallen into. The phone is face down. The screen is dark.

      He picks it up, the way a man picks up his phone on a Sunday morning, which is to check the time and to see if anyone has texted him about whether the pub is doing roast dinners. The phone wakes in his hand.

      The lock screen has notifications.

      He reads them at the speed of a man reading the lock screen before he has decided to read them, which is fast. He registers, in the small distracted way of an unread morning notification, that the notifications are about the account.

      The notifications are about the account.

      He stops.

      He reads more slowly.

      amouthfulofcherries commented under their post: Welcome to the dance.

      He reads it again.

      The line is in his hand on the small black rectangle in the kitchen light. The line is in italics in the small platform-typography that Instagram uses for notifications. The line says what it says.

      He scrolls.

      The notifications beneath are several. He registers them in the order they sit on the screen.

      Naila_K liked Ella's post.

      Naila_K commented: ...

      new comment from sb22899: welcome to the dance lol the dance is two...

      new comment from sb22899: welcome to the dance from someone who has not...

      new comment from sb22899: the dance is sad. the dance is one person posting...

      new comment from sb22899: welcome to whatever this is. it isn't a dance.

      Greg's eyes move down the list. The username sb22899 is new. The friends' comments and likes are familiar. He has been reading their comments on Ella's account for months. The new comments are not from the friends.

      He sits down at the kitchen table.

      He puts the phone down in front of him. He does not let go of it. He holds the corners between his thumbs and forefingers. He reads the four lines from sb22

      899 one at a time, slowly, on the lock screen, before he opens the app.

      Then he opens the app.

      The app opens to where he last was, which was the cherry-girl from Wednesday morning. The post sits at the top of the feed. He scrolls down to the hand-over-mouth. The hand-over-mouth is on the screen.

      He reads the post.

      He has not seen the hand-over-mouth before.

      The image fills the screen. The green seed-eyes meeting whoever is looking. The hand laid across the lower half of the face. The mouth covered. The poem in the lower left in her leaning handwriting.

      If you are still reading, look here. The answer to the question you did not ask.

      He reads the poem.

      He sits with the image on the screen for the length of a breath, which becomes the length of a second breath, which becomes the length of a stillness in which the kettle ticks slightly as it cools on the counter and the light through the window inches a centimetre across the floor.

      He does not pick up the coffee.

      He scrolls down to the comments.

      The hand-over-mouth's comments are: Naila's oh my god els, Theo's the hand, three or four other friends, a few likes-with-no-comment. Then the new ones. Ella's Welcome to the dance at the top of the new column, posted from amouthfulofcherries itself, beneath her own post, in the place where his comment would have gone if his comment had come.

      Beneath Ella's comment, the four lines from sb22899.

      welcome to the dance lol the dance is two comments from a stranger get a grip

      welcome to the dance from someone who has not posted a face in two years

      the dance is sad. the dance is one person posting and another person not responding. you can dance alone if you want

      welcome to whatever this is. it isn't a dance

      The four lines are still there. The friends have not blocked the account yet.

      He reads them.

      He reads them a second time.

      He scrolls back up to Ella's Welcome to the dance.

      He reads it.

      He reads it a second time.

      The light has reached the edge of the table.

      He stands. He picks up the coffee. The coffee is no longer hot. He drinks half of what is left. He puts the cup down. He goes to the front room. The laptop is on the small table beside the sofa where he left it on Tuesday night. The laptop has been closed since Wednesday morning when he checked the cherry-girl thread one last time before going to school. The laptop has been closed for five days.

      He picks up the laptop.

      He carries it back to the kitchen table.

      He sits down.

      He opens it.

      The laptop wakes. The Instagram tab is still open from Tuesday. The ech.o.boy account is logged in. The same blank profile. The same three comments beneath the cherry-girl. He has not had to log in. The account has been waiting on the laptop the whole time.

      He navigates to Ella's account.

      He scrolls past the cherry-girl. The hand-over-mouth is below it.

      The full version of the post is bigger on the laptop screen than it was on the phone. The eyes are larger. The hand is larger. The poem in the lower left is easier to read. The handwriting is the handwriting he saw briefly on the back of a piece of paper at a parents' evening when she was twelve and that he has not looked at since.

      He reads the post for the third time, on the larger screen, in the quiet morning kitchen.

      He looks at the hand for a long moment.

      He scrolls down to the comments.

      He sees Ella's Welcome to the dance and the four troll lines beneath it on the laptop screen. The reading-order is the same. The dance is being diminished by sb22899 in real time, on the page, beneath the post that has been waiting for him for four days.

      He clicks the comment field.

      His hands stay above the keyboard for a moment.

      Then they go down.

      He types.

      He types without pausing the way he paused on Tuesday night. The verses arrive in his hands the way the phrase has been arriving at the piano for the last two days. They are the same kind of arriving. The medium is different and the rhythm is different but the source is the same. He has been preparing for this without knowing he was preparing. The verses come out of the phrase. The phrase comes out of him. He has not had to sit and find the words. The words are already in him from the hours at the piano.

      He types:

      Some dances begin in the smallest movements.

      A hand. Four words. The look across the room.

      The small ones know what they are. The watchers will mistake them for nothing.

      The dancers do not mistake them.

      He reads it.

      He reads it again.

      He does not change anything.

      His finger goes to the post button.

      It hovers.

      He sits with his finger above the post button for a length of time that is not long but is longer than the time he sat with his finger above the post button on Tuesday night. On Tuesday night the wine had decided. On Sunday morning the wine has not been opened. The morning has decided. The morning's decision is different from the night's decision because the morning's decision is made by a man who has had four days of recovery, who has been playing the phrase, who has been not pouring wine, who has been not opening the laptop, and who is now opening the laptop in the small clear light of a Sunday in late August and posting verses to his daughter's poetry account because he has read four words she wrote and cannot leave them alone.

      He posts.

      The comment appears beneath the four troll lines. The thread is now: Ella's Welcome to the dance, the four diminishments, ech.o.boy's five-line response. The dance is, in the comment column on the screen, the dance has been answered.

      He looks at the five lines on the screen.

      He looks at his own verses in the comment field, posted, public, under ech.o.boy, sitting under his daughter's post on the account he made on Tuesday night in the dark.

      He closes the laptop.

      The phone on the kitchen table vibrates once. Then again. Then a third time.

      In the rooms of Brighton where the friends are this morning, the notifications are appearing on three other phones. Naila in her room sees it first because Naila has been refreshing the account every twenty minutes since Theo and Marcus left yesterday. Naila reads the verse. She reads it twice. She does not move for a moment. Then she opens the group chat. She types:

      he came.

      In Theo's room, ten minutes later, Theo reads the chat. She opens the account. She reads the verse. She reads it three times. She lies back on her bed and looks at the ceiling for some time before responding.

      oh thank god, she types.

      In Marcus's house, Marcus reads the chat in the kitchen with his mother and brother having breakfast around him. He reads the verse on the account. He sets his phone down. He picks it up. He reads it again. He types:

      the dancers do not mistake them. mate. that is mental.

      Then, a moment later:

      we should call her.

      Naila types: no.

      Theo types: not yet.

      Marcus types: fine. but the boy came.

      Naila types: yes.

      The chat goes quiet.

      The Sunday continues.

    
  
    
      Chapter 18

      Yes

      The Sunday morning in her room is the Sunday morning of a girl who has slept through more than she meant to sleep through.

      She had known, going to sleep, that the troll was on the account. She had seen the notifications stack on her lock screen at twenty-past-seven the night before, when she was in the bathroom upstairs while her mother was making pasta downstairs. She had read them standing with her thumb against the side of the bathroom counter and the door locked and the steam from her face on the mirror behind her. Four comments. The same voice as the first time. Different handle. The same diminishing.

      She had not been able to investigate.

      Helen had called up the stairs.

      She had gone downstairs. She had eaten pasta with her mother and watched twenty minutes of something on iPlayer that neither of them was really watching. She had said the things you say to your mother across a kitchen table on a Saturday evening when you have something to keep from her — yes the pasta is nice, no nothing much, just been making things. Helen had not pushed. Helen never pushes. Helen had just looked at her once, the way Helen looks, and said are you eating enough, and Ella had said yes, and Helen had said okay love, and that had been the evening.

      She had gone back to her room at nine.

      She had lain in bed for an hour looking at the ceiling.

      She had thought about whether Echo Boy had seen the troll, and whether ech.o.boy was about to come back, and whether Echo Boy was, in fact, gone, and the troll was now the only thing that would respond to her work. She had thought about Welcome to the dance and whether it had been a mistake. She had thought about whether you could be a person who has issued a public welcome to a stranger and had it answered only by a different stranger doing diminishment, and whether that was the kind of public failure she could come back from.

      She had fallen asleep eventually because she was tired.

      Now it is Sunday morning.

      The light is the late-August Sunday light through the curtain. The room is the room. The phone is on the bedside table where she left it. The phone is face down. She has not yet turned it over.

      She lies on her back. She looks at the ceiling for some seconds. She knows that the moment she turns over the phone, the rest of her morning will be the rest of her morning. The phone, face down, is the small pause between the night and the day in which she can choose not to know yet.

      She turns it over.

      The screen wakes.

      The lock screen shows the stack.

      The top notification is, in the slightly italicised platform font, ech.o.boy commented on amouthfulofcherries' post.

      She sees it.

      She does not move for the length of a second.

      Her chest does a thing it has not done in four days. The thing is small. The thing is the small specific lifting that happens in the body when the worst possible reading of a situation has just been removed.

      He came.

      She sits up.

      She unlocks the phone.

      The notification opens to the post. The hand-over-mouth fills the top of the screen. Beneath it, the comments. She scrolls down through the column.

      Her Welcome to the dance is there at the top of the new comments. Then the four troll comments. Then beneath them, in the next comment, five lines.

      ech.o.boy

      Some dances begin in the smallest movements. A hand. Four words. The look across the room. The small ones know what they are. The watchers will mistake them for nothing. The dancers do not mistake them.

      She reads it.

      She reads it once, fast, the way the body reads when it is reading for confirmation. Confirmation that the thing she has just seen on the lock screen is the thing that is here. Confirmation that he has, in fact, come back.

      She reads it a second time, slower. He has named the dance. He is calling it a dance. He has accepted the language she used. He has not gone around it. He has gone into it.

      The hand is the hand-over-mouth. The four words are Welcome to the dance. The look across the room is — she does not know. The look across the room might be the cherry-girl meeting the viewer with the green seed-eyes. The look across the room is the third item that her body wants to be true of her work. The list is what he has been reading.

      The small ones know what they are. He has named her work as small ones. The work knows what it is. He is reading her as an artist who is in control of what she is doing. Nobody has ever said this about her work to her face. He is saying it in the comments under her post.

      The watchers will mistake them for nothing.

      The watchers.

      She scrolls up.

      She reads the four troll comments again.

      The watchers will mistake them for nothing.

      He has answered the troll.

      He has answered the troll inside the verse that accepts her welcome. He has done both things in the same five lines. He has not lowered himself to the troll's level by engaging with the troll's content. He has named the troll as the watchers and named the watchers as the people who mistake the small movements for nothing. The troll, by his verse, has become the verse's negative example.

      The dancers do not mistake them.

      She is one of the dancers.

      He has answered her welcome.

      Her chest does the lifting thing again.

      She lies back across the bed with the phone in her hand above her head, the screen tilted toward her, the five lines on it. She reads them in the position of someone reading a letter she has been waiting for.

      She is smiling.

      She has been smiling for some seconds without registering that she is smiling. The smile is the kind that does not go away because something has gone right somewhere it could have gone wrong.

      She makes a small sound. The sound is not a word. The sound is the small involuntary sound of a body in exhilaration. The room hears it. The room is the only thing that hears it.

      She gets up.

      She walks to the window. She walks back. She picks up the phone again and reads the verse once more.

      She thinks: he saw it. He came. He answered them. He answered me.

      She thinks: he understood what I did.

      She thinks: he was reading.

      The desk has the printouts of the cherry-girl and the hand-over-mouth on it. The desk has the empty page on it that she put there on Wednesday morning and that she has not touched since. The pen is on the desk. The pen has the cap on. The pen has been capped for four days.

      She walks to the desk.

      She does not sit down.

      She picks up the pen.

      She uncaps it.

      She does not know yet what she is going to make. She knows that she is going to make. The making is the next thing. The body that has been answered is the body that wants to make. She picks up the pen because the pen is what comes next.

      She holds the pen above the page.

      The pen hovers.

      She does not draw. She does not write. She holds the pen above the page, ready, the way the pen has been held above pages a thousand times before something has started to come. The page is blank. The pen is ready. The hand has come back.

      Downstairs, faintly, Helen is putting the kettle on. The kettle clicks as it begins to heat. The familiar small Sunday-morning kitchen sounds. The radio is on, low. Brighton is outside continuing its Sunday.

      She holds the pen above the page.

      Her chest is still doing the lifting thing.

    
  
    
      Chapter 19

      Eve

      Helen comes home at six fifteen on a Wednesday in mid-September with a small specific irritation about a sentence in a Year 10 history textbook.

      The sentence has been bothering her since the meeting. The sentence is about Suez. The writer wrote Britain's last imperial gesture and Helen has, on the train home, decided that last imperial gesture is the wrong phrase because Britain has had several last imperial gestures and the writer is treating Suez as if it were singular. She will rewrite the sentence in the morning. She has been doing this work for eleven years. The sentences pile up. She likes the sentences.

      The front door sticks. She lifts it as she opens it. The lifting is the body's habit.

      "El. I'm home."

      "Hi mum."

      The voice comes from upstairs. The bedroom door is half open. The music is on.

      She puts her bag down. She takes her shoes off. She goes to the kitchen.

      She goes to the kitchen. The cooker, the kettle, the window above the sink, the small terracotta pot of basil that has done less well than the tomatoes in the garden because Helen has been forgetting to water it. She picks the pot up. She looks at the basil. The basil is making the small specific case for being watered. She fills a glass at the tap and pours half of it into the basil pot and drinks the rest herself while she looks out at the garden.

      The tomatoes are nearly done. The small magnolia at the back has dropped half its leaves already because it is the tree that panics about autumn. Helen has been looking at the magnolia in mid-September for fifteen years.

      She takes the chicken out of the fridge.

      She calls up the stairs.

      "Do you want to eat in half an hour."

      "Yeah."

      "Are you doing drawing or homework."

      A pause.

      "Both."

      "Properly both or drawing with homework as an alibi."

      "Mum."

      "Don't mum me. I'm asking."

      "Properly both. There is actual maths happening."

      "Carry on."

      She pours herself a glass of wine, the small after-work glass she has been allowing herself for some years. The wine is the same red she has been drinking since 2019, the one she likes from the place on Lewes Road. She seasons the chicken. She heats the pan.

      She cooks.

      —

      Helen is forty-six.

      She has been a senior editor at Saltmarsh Educational since 2015. Before that she was an editor. Before that she was an editorial assistant. Before that she was at university in Brighton, where she had read English and had stayed in the city because the city had felt, in 2002, like the place that was going to let her be a person. The city had let her. She has been Brighton-shaped since.

      She met Greg in 2007 in a small bar that does not exist anymore on Western Road. He was playing the piano. She watched him play. She thought I want him. She had thought that about three people in her life and on each occasion she had got them, which is the small unspoken fact of Helen's romantic history — she has not, in her life, wanted anything she did not later have. The wanting has been the reliable part.

      They were married in 2008.

      Her father did not come. Her father had said he would come and then on the morning of the wedding he had said he could not come. He gave a reason that was not the reason. The reason was that Greg was mixed-race and her father had not made his peace with this. The not-coming had been the cost of the wedding. Helen had registered the cost on the morning, had walked down the aisle on Catherine's arm, had married Greg without crying, had had the wedding she wanted to have, and had not spoken to her father for six months. Her mother had come. Her mother had been seventy-one and unwell and had come anyway. Helen has carried, for sixteen years, the small specific fact that her mother got herself to Brighton in 2008 and her father did not.

      Her father came around three years later when Ella was born. He met Ella. He held Ella. He died when Ella was four. Helen had forgiven him before he died because forgiving him had been easier than carrying it. The forgiving has been one of the small ongoing facts of Helen's adult life.

      Catherine has been the older sister all along.

      —

      Ella comes down at six fifty.

      She is in joggers and the loose top she has been wearing all autumn. Her hair is up. She sits at the kitchen table and picks up the fork and looks at the chicken and looks at Helen and says, "Did you do the lemon thing."

      "I did the lemon thing."

      "You did not do the lemon thing last week."

      "I did the lemon thing last week."

      "There was no lemon."

      "There was lemon."

      "There was the suggestion of lemon."

      "It was a different kind of lemon."

      "Mum, there are not different kinds of lemon."

      "There are."

      "Name them."

      Helen sits down opposite her with her own plate.

      "Sicilian."

      "What else."

      "Amalfi."

      "What else."

      "That's two."

      "Two is not different kinds. Two is just lemon."

      "There are different kinds of lemon, Ella."

      "Mum. Eat your chicken."

      They eat.

      After two minutes Ella says, "An owl came to drawing class."

      Helen puts her fork down.

      "An owl came to drawing class."

      "A tawny owl. Mrs Williams was looking after it for a rescue place and she just brought it in and put it on the desk."

      "Mrs Williams brought a live owl into a state school classroom."

      "Apparently it's allowed."

      "It is absolutely not allowed."

      "She said it was."

      "Mrs Williams is unhinged. I love her."

      "She is. She's the best."

      "What did you draw."

      "The owl. Obviously. Marcus drew it about eight times. He's bringing his sketchbook on Saturday."

      "Marcus."

      "Yeah."

      "He always brings pastries."

      "He brings pastries twice in three years."

      "He brings pastries when there is something to celebrate. What is there to celebrate."

      "He's bringing his sketchbook."

      "That's not really pastries-worthy."

      "He thinks it is."

      "Marcus is a romantic."

      "Marcus is something."

      Ella laughs. The laughter is the small involuntary laughter Helen has been hearing across September. Helen registers it without naming it. She picks up the fork again. They eat.

      After a minute Ella says, "Did you have the meeting?"

      "I had the meeting."

      "How was the meeting."

      "There is a man called Robert who keeps using the phrase the long twentieth century and means three different things by it."

      "What things."

      "In one sentence he means 1880 to 1945. In the next he means 1914 to 1991. In the third he means whatever he wants."

      "Did you call him on it."

      "I sent an email. It will be tomorrow's problem."

      "Was the email diplomatic."

      "The email was very diplomatic."

      "Diplomatic but with the small specific Helen edge."

      "Diplomatic but with the small specific Helen edge."

      "How's Yemi."

      "Yemi is annoyed at Robert too."

      "Tell Yemi I say hi."

      "I will."

      Ella eats. She eats properly. She has been eating properly for some weeks. Helen, who has been a mother of a seventeen-year-old whose body has been a register of her wellbeing for nine years, has been registering the eating as the most ordinary and the most enormous thing.

      —

      After dinner Ella takes her plate to the sink. She rinses it. She puts it on the drying rack. She does this without being asked. Across the years there have been the years when she did this without being asked and the years when she did not, and the not-doing-it years have been the years Helen has been watching her closely. The doing-it has come back this autumn. Helen has not commented on the doing-it. She does not want to ruin it by naming it.

      Ella says, "I'm going to do stuff."

      "What kind of stuff."

      "Drawing stuff. Then a bit of maths."

      "Don't pull an all-nighter."

      "I'm not."

      "Last Wednesday."

      "Last Wednesday was not an all-nighter."

      "You were up till two."

      "Two is not an all-nighter."

      "It's the suggestion of an all-nighter."

      "Mum, the suggestion of an all-nighter is not an all-nighter."

      "That is a different argument from the lemon argument."

      "Both arguments are correct. Lemons are lemons. All-nighters are all-nighters."

      Ella hesitates at the foot of the stairs.

      "Mum."

      "Yeah."

      "Thanks for the chicken."

      "You're welcome."

      She goes up.

      Helen sits at the kitchen table for a moment after she goes up. The wedge of light from the hallway is laid across the floor at the angle it has been laid across the floor on most weeknight evenings of the last nine years. The kettle has cooled. The plates are on the drying rack. The wine glass has half a glass of red wine in it that she has been pacing across the meal.

      She drinks it.

      She thinks about her daughter going up the stairs and hesitating and saying thanks for the chicken.

      She has been a parent for seventeen years. She has been a parent alone for nine. The thanks for the chicken is the small ongoing evidence of a relationship that has, against considerable odds, held. Helen does not let the thought become a thought. The thought is just there in the kitchen with her.

      She washes up.

      —

      The phone rings at eight forty.

      It is Catherine.

      "How's El."

      "She's good."

      "Good or good?"

      "Properly good. I keep telling you."

      "Since when."

      "Since August."

      "Boy?"

      "I don't know."

      "Helen."

      "I genuinely don't know."

      "There's always a boy."

      "There's not always a boy. There wasn't a boy when I was seventeen and I was very happy."

      "You had Mark Whitelaw when you were seventeen."

      "I did not."

      "You did."

      "I did not have Mark Whitelaw. Mark Whitelaw had himself."

      "Hilarious."

      "How's Mum."

      "Same. She knew who I was on Sunday. She didn't on Monday."

      "Hard."

      "It's just the time of year. It's always worse in the autumn."

      "Yeah."

      "I'm going down weekend after next."

      "I'll come if I can. Bring El?"

      "Bring El."

      "She'll come. She always comes for Mum."

      "She does."

      "Okay love."

      "Okay."

      —

      Helen sits in the front room for a while after the call. She has the book that her colleague Yemi recommended on the arm of the sofa. She has been twenty pages into it for ten days. She picks it up. She reads four pages. She puts it down.

      She has not been reading much this autumn. She has been doing something else with the evenings. She has not been thinking of the something else as a habit. The something else has been every weeknight for three weeks.

      She does not yet name it as a habit.

      She gets up.

      She goes to the kitchen.

      —

      At ten thirty the kitchen has the wedge of light from the hallway lamp Helen leaves on when Ella is awake. The laptop is on the kitchen table where she left it on Sunday. She has been leaving it there because the leaving has been making the using easier.

      She sits down.

      She opens the laptop.

      The Chrome tab from Sunday is still open. amouthfulofcherries' profile. The grid. The most recent post is from this morning before Ella went to school — two cups on a windowsill, one steaming.

      She scrolls down to the comments.

      The comment from ech.o.boy is one line.

      The second cup knows it is being looked at.

      Helen reads it.

      She reads it twice.

      She has been reading comments like this one for three weeks. Each one has been the work of a person who has been reading her daughter with a specificity she has not seen anyone read her daughter with in seventeen years. Each one has been a small kindness she has been letting her daughter receive without intervening. The not-intervening has been her active choice. The active choice has been her permission.

      She does not yet know who this is.

      She does not yet know if this is dangerous.

      She knows that her daughter took her plate to the sink tonight and said thanks for the chicken and hesitated on the stairs. She knows that her daughter has been eating. She knows that her daughter has been laughing about owls in the kitchen. She knows what these things would not have been doing in her daughter without the man on the screen.

      She thinks: thank you.

      She thinks it without addressing it to anyone. She thinks it the way mothers say small private things to the people who have done things to their children that they cannot do themselves.

      Thank you, whoever you are.

      Thank you for reading her.

      Thank you for being there.

      She closes the laptop.

      She does not act tonight.

      She is the watcher and the watcher has been watching for three weeks and the watcher's permission to keep watching is the permission she has just renewed in the wedge of light at the kitchen table.

      She turns off the kitchen light.

      She goes upstairs.

      Ella's door is closed now. The light is off underneath it. She has gone to sleep at some point in the last hour while Helen was downstairs.

      Helen stands at the door for a moment. She does not open it. She listens. The breathing on the other side is the slow breathing of a daughter who has gone to bed properly for the third time this week.

      She goes to her own room.

      She does not turn the light on. She undresses in the dim. She brushes her teeth in the bathroom across the landing. She comes back. She gets into bed.

      The bedside table on Greg's side has been empty for nine years. It has not been moved. The lamp on it works. The drawer is empty. The bedside table is, in the end, a bedside table — the kind of object that sits beside a bed whether or not anyone sleeps beside it. Helen has not been the woman who needed to move it. She has been the woman who has had better things to think about.

      She turns out the lamp on her side.

      She closes her eyes.

      Down the hall, her daughter sleeps.

      For tonight, Helen lets that be the answer.

    
  
    
      Chapter 20

      The Chord Resolves

      By the third week of September the music block is open at seven forty-five in the morning. It has not been open at seven forty-five in the morning for nine years.

      The cleaner notices. The cleaner has been doing the music block since before Greg started. She has worked around him on the days he has come in at the bell, the days he has come in late, the days she has had to push the chairs around him while he sat at the keyboard staring at the middle distance. The third week of September she comes in at seven thirty and the lights are already on and the piano is already open and Mr Martin is at it and the kettle in the corner has been used.

      She nods at him.

      He nods back.

      He keeps playing.

      What he is playing she does not know. She knows that what he is playing is not the lesson plan and not anything in the textbook. He has been playing it for some weeks now in the early mornings she has been turning up to find him already there. It is a phrase. Six bars, maybe seven. It used to stop in the middle. Two weeks ago it started to resolve.

      She empties the bin. She wipes the music stands. She leaves him to it.

      He plays the phrase through three more times before the first student arrives.

      —

      Sarah in the staffroom in the second week. You look ten years younger. She says it without looking up from her tray. He laughs. He does not look ten years younger. He looks like a man who has been sleeping. She says I mean it. He shrugs. She says whatever you're doing, keep doing it.

      He keeps doing it.

      —

      The fridge has things in it. Eggs. Spinach. A piece of fish wrapped in paper from the shop on Lewes Road that he has not been into for two years. The fish is for Sunday. He is going to cook it on Sunday. On the kitchen counter there is a lemon and a bunch of parsley and a bag of small new potatoes. The cooker is clean.

      The cork from Tuesday's wine bottle has been thrown away. It was thrown away on the Saturday morning before he opened the laptop. He registered, throwing it away, that he was throwing it away. He did not pour another bottle that night. He has not opened a bottle since.

      —

      The flat at nine in the evening on a Thursday in the third week of September is a flat with the piano open and a man at it. The man is in the loose shirt. The man is also wearing reading glasses, which the man has not worn in two years because he had been keeping a notebook closed for two years and a closed notebook does not require glasses. The notebook is open on top of the piano. The notebook has writing in it. The writing is the same handwriting that has been appearing in comments beneath a girl's posts for six weeks.

      He is working on a verse. The verse is for a piece that went up at six this evening. The piece is a drawing of the back of a neck where the hair begins. The neck is hers. He does not know the neck is hers. He knows the neck is the artist's because the artist has been drawing herself for weeks and the necks have been getting closer to being her neck. He has not let himself think about whose neck specifically. He has been writing as if the neck is a neck, and the piece is a piece, and the response is what the piece deserves.

      The verse he is writing has four lines so far. He crosses out the third. He writes a different third. He reads it. The verse is not yet right. He plays a chord on the piano while he thinks. The chord is the chord at the end of the phrase. The chord resolves the way the chord has been resolving since the second week of September.

      He goes back to the notebook.

      The verse comes.

      He types it into the comment field on the laptop at the kitchen table. He reads it once. He posts it. He closes the laptop.

      He goes back to the piano.

      He plays the phrase.

      —

      Eddie has not seen Greg at the Greys since the last week of August.

      Eddie is not, by nature, a man who notices presence. Eddie is a man who notices absence. The absence of Greg, for the first week, was the absence of a man who was sometimes there. The absence of Greg for three weeks running was the absence of a man who had been there for nine years. Eddie has been polishing the same glass that never comes clean and looking at the door at the times Greg used to come through it.

      In the third week of September, Eddie says to his wife, who runs the small kitchen at the back, Greg hasn't been in.

      His wife says, who.

      Eddie says, the teacher. The one with the —

      His wife says, oh him.

      Eddie says, yeah.

      His wife says, good for him.

      —

      Helen is in the kitchen at eleven on a Tuesday in the third week of September.

      The laptop is open. The wedge of light from the room beyond is the narrow wedge of light it has been on other nights. She has Ella's account open. She is scrolling slowly.

      She has been scrolling slowly for three weeks now.

      Tonight she is on the comment beneath the back-of-the-neck piece. The comment is four lines.

      The line where the hair begins is its own country.

      Most readers will not visit.

      The ones who do, do not return.

      The artist knows.

      She reads it.

      She reads it twice.

      She does not know whose hands wrote it. She knows it is the hands of someone who is getting very good at her daughter. The comments have been getting better. The comments have been getting closer. The comments six weeks ago were the careful good comments of a stranger who had read a single post with care. The comments tonight are the comments of a person who has been reading Ella for weeks and has learned the shape of what to say. Helen has watched her daughter make work for seven years. Helen has never seen anyone get this close to the work in three months of reading it.

      She thinks: this person is too good at getting close.

      She thinks it without articulating what too-good means. Too-good means whatever it means. It means a stranger should not be able to do this to a seventeen-year-old's work in six weeks. It means whoever is writing these comments is operating at a level the work cannot defend itself from. It means Ella, who has been the artist of the quarter-inch and the cherry-girl and the hand-over-mouth, has been read by someone who has the technique to make her go further than she would go without him.

      She has been a wife. She knows what it is to be read accurately by a man who wants something.

      She does not know if this person wants something. She does not know who this person is. She does not know if this person is, as Ella has perhaps quietly assumed, a boy somewhere in his early twenties at university. She does not know if this person is a careful older man with a long history of doing this. She does not know if this person is, in fact, a person at all — she has lived through enough of the early decades of the internet to know that too good at getting close is also what bots and brigades and the wrong kind of online community look like.

      She does not know.

      She knows that the comments are too good.

      She closes the laptop briefly.

      She opens it again.

      She scrolls up. She reads the comment from two weeks ago, beneath the closed-eye piece. The lashes are the gesture. The lid is the proof. She reads the comment from three weeks ago, beneath the windowsill piece. The second cup knows it is being looked at. She reads the comment from four weeks ago, beneath Welcome to the dance. She reads them in sequence.

      Too good.

      Too good. Too good. Too good.

      She closes the laptop.

      She sits at the table for a long time. The wedge of light is the wedge of light. The kitchen is dim. Outside, the road is wet from earlier rain.

      She is going to have to do something.

      She does not yet know what.

      She goes to bed at one fifteen.

      She does not sleep well.

      In the morning she does not say anything to Ella over breakfast. She watches her daughter put marmalade on toast. She watches her daughter say bye Mum in the doorway and leave.

      She closes the door behind her.

      She thinks again, standing in the hallway with the door closed: this person is too good at getting close.

      She goes to work.

      —

      Mira has not played the violin in eight days.

      The case is open on the stand in the corner. The bow is across the violin's belly. The rosin is in the small pocket. The case is the case it has been all summer except the violin has not been played in it.

      Her teacher emailed on Monday. The email said Mira can we have a chat about the audition piece. Mira has not replied to the email. The email is in her inbox under three other emails she also has not replied to.

      She has been making accounts.

      The accounts she made in August have been blocked. The accounts she made in the first week of September have been blocked. The accounts she made in the second week of September have been blocked within hours of each new comment. The artist's friends are faster than she is now. The artist's friends have a system. Mira watches the comments she has posted disappear, sometimes within minutes. The comments she posts are read by the friends and the artist and then they are gone.

      She has continued anyway.

      She has continued because stopping is not available. The act of typing the comments is the only thing that gives the days their shape. She wakes in the morning. She refreshes the account. She reads what is new. She types the comment. She posts the comment. She watches the comment disappear. She makes a new account. She types a new comment. She watches that one disappear. She has stopped reading the comments before she posts them. The comments are the same comments. The voice she is doing in the comments is the voice that arrives in her hands when her hands are typing.

      The comments are getting sharper.

      The comments are getting sharper because the work she is commenting on is getting more direct. The work has become, across September, the work of a girl who is making her own body visible in a way the work has not been making her body visible before. Mira reads each new post with the small private accounting she has been doing since August. The accounting is she is doing this for him. The him she is doing it for is the him Mira fancies. Mira's hands type. Mira's hands type things that are worse than the things she would have said aloud, even in her head, three weeks ago. The hands have their own knowledge of how to be cruel. The hands have been learning.

      She has not been eating properly. She has not been sleeping. Her mother has asked, twice in the third week, are you alright Mir. Mira has said I'm fine mum. Her mother has not believed her. Her mother has been making sandwiches and leaving them on a plate in her room and the sandwiches have been there in the evening when her mother has come up to take them away.

      The violin is in the case.

      The case is open.

      The violin is not played.

      —

      The boy with the guitar has been playing the phrase.

      He plays it through the loop pedal in class. He plays it through the loop pedal at home. He has played it through the loop pedal in the small back room of the pub where his uncle sometimes lets him play, on a Wednesday in the second week of September, for six people and a dog, and one of the six people said that's lovely, did you write it. And Jamie said kind of.

      The kind-of is doing some work.

      The phrase Jamie plays is the teacher's phrase up to the third bar's pivot, and Jamie's own fourth bar. Jamie wrote the fourth bar because the teacher's phrase did not finish, and Jamie has been listening to the teacher's phrase in class for two weeks, and the fourth bar arrived in Jamie's hands one Thursday morning at the keyboard before the teacher came in. The fourth bar resolves. Jamie has not been able to play the phrase without the fourth bar since.

      In the second week of September Jamie was at the school piano in the music block after the bell, packing up, and the teacher came back into the room. The teacher had forgotten something. The teacher had not realised Jamie was still there. Jamie was at the piano. Jamie was playing the phrase. Jamie was playing it with the fourth bar.

      The teacher stopped in the doorway.

      Jamie did not see him.

      Jamie played the phrase through. The fourth bar landed. The chord at the end resolved.

      The teacher stood in the doorway for the length of the phrase and the fourth bar and the resolution. Then he came in. He picked up the folder he had come back for. He said that's nice, Jamie. Jamie looked up. Jamie said thanks sir. The teacher left.

      Jamie has not, since, played the fourth bar in front of the teacher.

      The teacher has been playing the fourth bar himself, at the school piano in the early mornings and at the flat piano in the evenings, since the day after he heard Jamie play it. The teacher has been playing the fourth bar as if the fourth bar is his.

      —

      Somewhere up the hill, Ella is working.

      The back of a neck, the half-closed eye, the two cups on the windowsill, the line of her own room finding its way into the work without asking permission. The fresh pages have become normal now. The palimpsest is gone. The work is on the surface.

      She has been working on fresh pages for weeks.

      This is one of the changes.

      The pages no longer need old words beneath them. The drawing does not have to rise out of something crossed out. The page can begin clean and still become complicated. She does not know whether this is growth or another kind of exposure. She only knows that the blank page no longer frightens her in quite the same way.

      She works.

      The reader is in the room and not in the room.

      That is the condition of the autumn now.

      She does not think of it as danger. She thinks of it as attention. She thinks of it as being read. She thinks of it as the space the work has made and the space the work now expects.

      —

      In a flat ten minutes away, Greg is at the piano.

      The phrase is under his hands again. The fourth bar lands. The chord at the end nearly resolves.

      Nearly.

      He plays it again.

      The notebook on top of the piano is open to three lines he has not posted. They are not for any piece yet. They are waiting, which is what most of him is doing now.

      He has not poured wine tonight.

      This is not virtue.

      It is concentration.

      The laptop is closed. The phone is face down. The account is not open, but the account is still the centre of the room. He can feel it there, even closed. A small dark stage on which he is not currently standing.

      Somewhere up the hill, Ella is making.

      He does not know this.

      He only knows that he is waiting for the next thing to appear.

      He plays the phrase again.

      The chord almost resolves.

      Almost is enough to keep him playing.

    
  
    
      Chapter 21

      Closer

      She is at the desk on a Tuesday in the first week of October. The window is closed against the cold. The radiator under the window is on. The desk lamp is the one she has had since she was thirteen, the small angled one with the chip in the base, the one Helen got for her when she started doing homework in her room instead of at the kitchen table. The lamp is on. The rest of the room is dim.

      The page in front of her is a fresh page. She has been working on fresh pages for some weeks now. The palimpsest is gone.

      She has been thinking, for the last hour, about what to make.

      She has been thinking about it the way she has been thinking about each piece since Welcome to the dance. The thinking is not the planning. The thinking is the small specific waiting for the body to know what it wants to make. The body has been knowing more directly across the autumn. The body has been telling her what the next piece is before her conscious mind catches up. She has been letting the body lead.

      Tonight the body is telling her something.

      The body is telling her to draw the collarbone.

      She knows the body means hers. She knows because the body has been meaning hers for some weeks. The pieces have been hers. The back of the neck was hers. The closed eye was hers. The two cups were two cups but the windowsill they were on was the windowsill of her own room, which she had been looking at while drawing them. The work has been hers in increasing degrees of specificity.

      The collarbone is a step. The collarbone is the body the way a body is when a body has decided to be visible. The collarbone is what shoulders show when a top has slipped slightly. The collarbone is the small specific bone that everyone has and that becomes a thing when an artist looks at it. The collarbone is a sensual location not because anyone has decided it is but because the body's geography organises itself around it. The collarbone is where the neck becomes the chest. The collarbone is the line.

      She thinks: if I draw this they will read it as the other thing.

      The thought arrives the way thoughts arrive in her now — briefly, in her own voice, on the seam of the body's decision and the conscious mind's awareness. She knows what the other thing is. She has been seventeen and on the internet since she was twelve and she knows what the other thing is. She has watched girls in her year and girls she does not know post the collarbone in selfies and watched the comments arrive. Queen. Gorgeous. So pretty. She knows what the comments mean. She knows what the posts are doing.

      She knows what she is doing is different.

      She is not sure the difference is visible from outside.

      She thinks: the work is the work.

      She thinks it without articulating that she is defending herself to herself. The defending is in the thinking. The thinking is the small specific moment of a young woman who has decided to make work that is in the art tradition while knowing that the cultural surround does not always read the difference.

      She picks up the pen.

      She goes to the bathroom first.

      She takes off her hoodie and her t-shirt. She stands in front of the bathroom mirror in the bra she has been wearing today. She looks at her collarbone. The collarbone is the collarbone. She has been looking at it in mirrors since she was thirteen and noticed it. She has not, before this autumn, looked at it as a thing to draw.

      She looks at it for some minutes.

      The light in the bathroom is the small overhead light. The light lays itself across her shoulders and down the line of the collarbone in the way light lays itself when the light is from above and the body is facing the mirror. She turns slightly. She looks at the bone from the side. She looks at the small hollow above it. She looks at the way the muscle that runs from her shoulder to her neck attaches to it.

      For a moment she sees what the camera would see.

      Then she does not see it.

      She is registering. She is not photographing. The body is teaching her the body.

      She comes back to the desk.

      She does not put the hoodie back on. The room is warm enough. She sits in the t-shirt and the bra and the joggers. She picks up the pen.

      She draws.

      —

      The drawing takes an hour and a quarter.

      She works in the ballpoint blue for the line and in the coffee for the shadow and in a small touch of the kiwi pulp for the hollow above the bone. The kiwi green is unexpected on a collarbone. The kiwi green is the artist's signature now. The work has the green in it because the work has been having the green in it. The reader who has been reading her work knows the green.

      The line of the bone is the line of her own bone. She has drawn it from memory and from the mirror in her head. She did not need to go back to the bathroom. The body remembers the body.

      The line is good. The line is some of the best line work she has done. The pen has stopped fighting her across the autumn. The pen does what the hand wants. The line lands where she wants it to land. The bone is on the page in ballpoint blue with the small kiwi-green hollow above it and the brown coffee-shadow below where the chest begins.

      She does not draw the chest. The chest is not the piece. The piece is the bone. The chest is the gesture toward the chest, which the page has just inside its bottom edge — the small dark line that suggests where the body continues.

      The face is not in the piece. The piece is not a self-portrait in the conventional sense. The piece is a body-part-portrait. The collarbone is the subject. The face is implied by the angle and by the line of the neck rising out of the top of the page.

      She looks at the piece.

      She thinks: it is what it is.

      She picks up the pen for the poem.

      She writes in the lower right this time, not the lower left. The leaning handwriting. The blue ballpoint.

      The poem is two lines.

      The line where the bone is is the line.

      Look as carefully as you can.

      She reads it.

      She does not change it.

      She looks at the page. The drawing is the drawing. The poem is the poem. The piece has the work she wanted it to have and the line she wanted it to have. The piece is, in her own private accounting, the best piece she has made.

      She thinks: he is going to read this.

      She thinks: he is going to read it the way it should be read.

      She thinks: if anyone else reads it the wrong way, that is not the piece's problem.

      She picks up the phone.

      She photographs the page. The flash goes off, brief and white, and for a second the room is exposed. The bra. The shoulders. The desk. The wall behind her with the older drawings. The mirror across the room. The lamp.

      Then dark again.

      She crops the image. The cropping is the page. The lamp light gives the page the warm rectangle that has become the visual signature of her work this autumn. The handwriting is readable. The collarbone is clear. The hollow is clear. The poem is clear.

      She opens the account.

      amouthfulofcherries.

      She types no caption. She has not typed a caption since the cherry-girl.

      She posts.

      The phone goes face down on the desk beside her.

      She does not move for a moment. She has, in the last hour and a quarter, made and posted a piece that is the most direct piece of her own body she has put on the account. The piece is the body. The piece is also the work. The two facts are not separable in her.

      She gets up. She puts the hoodie back on. The room is suddenly slightly colder.

      She goes downstairs.

      Helen is in the kitchen reading.

      "Hi love."

      "Hi mum."

      "You hungry?"

      "A bit."

      "Toast?"

      "Toast would be great."

      She sits at the kitchen table. Helen makes the toast. The kitchen is the kitchen. Helen butters the toast and brings it over. Helen sits down with her own cup of tea. They sit at the table together for ten minutes while Ella eats the toast and Helen reads four more pages of the book she has been twenty pages into for two weeks.

      Ella does not say what she has just done upstairs.

      Helen does not ask.

      The mother and the daughter sit at the table together in the way they have been sitting at the table together across the autumn. Helen registers, without naming it, that Ella has the small specific quality of a person who has just made something. Ella registers, without naming it, that Helen is reading without reading, the way Helen has been reading without reading for some weeks. Neither names the registering. The kitchen holds both of them.

      Ella finishes the toast.

      She kisses Helen on the top of the head as she passes.

      She goes back upstairs.

      She does not check the phone immediately.

      —

      She is at the desk drawing nothing on a fresh page when the notification arrives forty minutes after the post.

      She turns the phone over.

      ech.o.boy.

      She opens the comment.

      The comment is three lines.

      Some bodies are made of bones the artist has chosen.

      The line is the line because the artist has put it there.

      This is one of the careful ones.

      She reads it.

      She reads it again.

      She is sitting in the t-shirt at the desk with the hoodie unzipped and the room slightly cold and the desk lamp on and the page in front of her with nothing on it and the phone in her hand with the response on it.

      The response is the response she did not know she needed.

      The response is the work the work needed.

      The first line of his comment names the work as work. Some bodies are made of bones the artist has chosen. The body in the piece is hers and his sentence acknowledges that the artist has chosen the body. The body has not been imposed on the work by the artist's having a body. The body has been selected by the artist's eye. The line is the line because the artist has put it there. The collarbone is a collarbone because she has drawn the collarbone. The work is in the art tradition because his line places it there.

      The third line is the small private one. This is one of the careful ones. The phrase reads on the page as a piece of artistic appraisal. The phrase reads in her chest as a phrase a person says to another person when the other person has done something difficult and done it carefully and the first person has noticed.

      She reads the third line a third time.

      For a second the room is smaller than it had been before.

      The smallness is the small specific feeling that the reader who has just read her work has read her more closely than she had asked. The third line is the line that landed on her. This is one of the careful ones. The line is right. The line is also the line of a reader who has been paying enough attention to know which ones have been the careful ones. The reader has been paying that much attention.

      The feeling passes.

      Or she lets it pass.

      The reading was the right reading. The piece is in the tradition. The reader is the reader. She does not need to interrogate the smallness of the room. She has the response she needed. The response is enough.

      She does not respond yet.

      She does not need to respond. The dance is conducted in the work, not in the comments beneath the work. The next move is her next piece. The next piece is not tonight. The next piece is some other night when the body knows what to make next.

      She puts the phone face down on the desk.

      She sits at the desk for a long time looking at the page with nothing on it.

      She is in the room. She is the artist. She has just been read. The reading was the right reading. The work is in the tradition. The cultural surround is in the room with her but the reading was the reading the work needed.

      She closes the notebook.

      She turns off the desk lamp.

      She gets into bed in her clothes. She does not undress. She lies on her side facing the wall with the phone face down on the desk across the room. The phone does not vibrate again tonight.

      She sleeps.

    
  
    
      Chapter 22

      What Were You In Love With?

      The cheese toastie arrives at the table on a Saturday in the first week of October the way the cheese toastie always arrives at the table on a Saturday — the woman who runs the café placing the plate in front of Ella as the till behind the counter rings up the order and Geraldine, the small mechanical goat beside the till, lets out the baaaaa she has been letting out at every order in this café for the four previous lunches Greg and Ella have had here.

      Ella laughs.

      She laughs the way she has not laughed in this café across those four previous lunches. She laughs the small open laugh of a person who has decided, suddenly, that the baaaa is a funny thing for a small mechanical goat to do, and Greg, who is watching her laugh, laughs too, because the laughing is happening, and because his daughter is the one who has started it, and because the laughing was never something he could have produced himself.

      The woman behind the counter smiles. She brings the soup to Greg.

      "Anything else for now?"

      "We're alright, thank you."

      She goes back.

      The goats on the walls. The chalkboard. The salt cellar in the shape of a goat on the back table. The window onto Trafalgar Street.

      Greg picks up the spoon.

      "How's the week been."

      "Yeah, fine."

      "Long?"

      "Bit."

      "Anything good."

      "Drawing class on Thursday was insane. Mrs Williams brought an owl in."

      "An owl."

      "Tawny owl. In a box. Apparently it's allowed."

      "It is not allowed."

      "Mum said that."

      "Mum is right."

      "Mrs Williams said it was."

      "Mrs Williams could bring a tiger into the school. She would say tigers are allowed."

      Ella laughs again. Greg, eating his soup, registers without naming that he has just made his daughter laugh twice in five minutes for the first time in nine years.

      "What did you draw."

      "The owl."

      "Was it any good."

      "Yeah."

      "Show me."

      She looks at him.

      She has not been asked to show him drawings at this table before. She has the sketchbook in her bag — she has had it in her bag at the last few lunches because she has been carrying it everywhere across the autumn — but Greg has not, in the previous lunches, asked. He asks now.

      She opens the bag.

      She gets the sketchbook out.

      She turns to the Thursday page.

      The owl is on the page in the small specific way owls are on pages when the artist has been paying attention.

      She turns the sketchbook around for him.

      Greg looks at it.

      He looks at it for slightly longer than he has looked at any of her drawings ever.

      "El."

      "What."

      "This is really good."

      "Thanks."

      "No I mean it."

      "I know you mean it Dad."

      "It's really good."

      "Okay."

      She closes the sketchbook. She does not turn the page. She does not show him the other drawings in the book. She puts the sketchbook back in the bag. She does not tell him about the other drawings in the book.

      He says, "What are you working on at the moment."

      She says, "Stuff."

      "Stuff."

      "Yeah."

      "Drawing stuff."

      "Mainly."

      "Will you show me sometime."

      "Maybe."

      "Okay."

      He does not push. He has learned, across the previous lunches, not to push. He picks up the spoon.

      She says, after a moment, "What about you."

      "What about me."

      "Are you working on anything."

      He looks up.

      She has not asked him this at this table. She has not asked him this in years.

      "I've been writing a bit."

      "Writing?"

      "Just at the piano. Some lyrics maybe. I don't know."

      "That's good Dad."

      The exchange is the most they have said about his inner life since she was twelve.

      "How's mum."

      "Mum is mum. She had a meeting last week about a textbook that used the phrase last imperial gesture incorrectly."

      "What's a correct last imperial gesture."

      "There are no correct last imperial gestures. There are several last imperial gestures."

      "Your mother is going to win this argument."

      "My mother is going to win this argument."

      They eat. Geraldine bleats twice more across the next twenty minutes for orders at other tables. Ella does not laugh at the second one but smiles. She does not register the third at all.

      Greg pays.

      They walk out together onto Trafalgar Street. The light is the slightly tinned October light. Ella hugs him on the pavement. The hug is, today, slightly longer than the hug has been on previous Saturdays.

      "Next Saturday?"

      "Yeah."

      "Bye Dad."

      "Bye love."

      She walks off.

      He watches her go for a moment.

      He walks home.

      —

      At nine that evening he is at the kitchen table with the laptop open.

      The new post on the account from this afternoon is a drawing of a hand resting on a railing. The hand is hers. The railing is the railing on the seafront where she walks with Naila. The poem beneath is two lines.

      The thing the railing is is the thing the body holds onto. Look as carefully as you can.

      Greg reads it.

      He writes the response in eleven minutes.

      The hand thinks it is holding the railing. The railing has been holding the hand. Read it again.

      He posts it.

      He closes the laptop.

      —

      Two Saturdays later they are at the back table again.

      Geraldine bleats. Ella smiles but does not laugh. Soup. Toastie. Second pot of tea, which the woman at the counter brings without being asked.

      Mid-way through, Ella says, "Dad."

      "Yeah."

      "Can I ask you something."

      "Yeah."

      "What were you like when you were my age."

      Greg puts the spoon down.

      He has not been asked this question. He has not been asked this question by his daughter ever.

      "Seventeen?"

      "Yeah."

      "I was a mess."

      She laughs.

      "Not joking. I was a mess. I was in two bands. Neither of them was good. I was doing my A-levels and failing at all of them. I was in love with three different people at the same time. I was drinking far too much for a seventeen-year-old."

      "Were you happy."

      "I was. I didn't know I was."

      "What were the bands."

      "One was a jazz quartet that played in a pub in Acton. I was the worst pianist in the quartet. The other was a soul thing that played weddings. I was the keys player. I was the worst keys player in the band."

      "Why were you in two bands you were the worst in."

      "Because they had asked. Nobody else asked. I said yes both times."

      "That's a depressing answer."

      "It's the truthful answer."

      She is smiling.

      "What were you in love with."

      "What."

      "You said three people. What were they like."

      "I'm not telling you that, El."

      "Dad."

      "No."

      "Just one of them."

      "No."

      "Okay."

      She is still smiling. The smile is the smile of a daughter who has just been told a thing about her father she did not know. The smile has, in it, the small specific recognition that her father had once been seventeen.

      "How's the drawing."

      "It's good."

      "You're not going to show me what you're working on."

      "Not yet Dad."

      "Okay."

      "Soon maybe."

      "Whenever you want."

      She eats. He eats.

      Geraldine bleats again.

      This time Ella laughs at it.

      —

      The third lunch is two Saturdays later. The last Saturday of October.

      Geraldine bleats.

      Ella laughs.

      Greg orders the soup. Ella orders the toastie. The woman at the counter brings them. The lunch has its familiar architecture.

      Mid-way through, between the toastie and the carrot cake, Ella looks at her hands.

      "Dad."

      "Yeah."

      "Can I tell you something."

      "Yeah."

      "I've been talking to someone."

      Greg looks up.

      The spoon stops halfway to the bowl.

      He puts it down on the napkin without registering that he has put it down.

      "Talking to someone?"

      "Online. It's not — I don't know what it is. But there's someone."

      "Right."

      "It's not — there isn't a name or anything. It's just someone who has been around for a couple of months."

      "Right."

      "It's good."

      "That's lovely El."

      "Yeah."

      She is looking at her hands.

      "Do you know who he is."

      "No."

      "Right."

      "I don't want to know who he is yet."

      "Okay."

      "Is that weird."

      "No."

      "Mum doesn't know."

      "Right."

      "You're the first person I've told."

      Greg sits with this.

      His daughter has just told him, at the table in the Giddy Goat on a Saturday in late October, that he is the first person she has told about the someone who is in her life.

      "I'm glad you told me El."

      "Yeah."

      "Are you happy."

      "Yeah."

      "Then that's all that matters."

      She looks up.

      The look is the look of a daughter who has been wanting to tell her father this for some weeks and has not known whether her father was the kind of father she could tell. The look is the small specific evidence that, having told him, she is glad she told him.

      "Thanks Dad."

      "You're welcome love."

      She picks up the fork. She puts it down again.

      Her left hand goes to her right wrist.

      She catches it before it does anything. She puts the hand back on the table. She picks up the fork.

      The lunch continues.

      Geraldine bleats.

      —

      They walk out onto Trafalgar Street at half past two.

      The light is the late-October light. The air has the small specific cold that has come to Brighton in the last week.

      Ella hugs him. The hug is, today, slightly longer than the previous longer hugs.

      "Next Saturday?"

      "Yeah."

      "Bye Dad."

      "Bye love."

      She walks off.

      He watches her until she turns the corner.

      He walks home.

      He takes the back streets. He passes the off-licence on Lewes Road. He does not go in. He walks past Hanover. He turns up his street. He lets himself into the flat.

      He stands in the hallway with his coat on.

      He registers, standing in the hallway, that his daughter has just told him at the lunch table that there is someone in her life. He registers that he is glad. He registers that his daughter is happy. He registers that this is, in the small specific way fathers register such things, one of the best lunches he has had with her.

      He does not, standing in the hallway, register that the someone she has been talking to is anyone in particular. The someone is someone. The someone is the person his daughter has been talking to. The someone is doing for his daughter what his daughter has been needing done.

      He does not, in his conscious mind, connect the someone to Echo Boy.

      The body has been connecting them.

      He takes his coat off.

      He goes to the kitchen.

      He stands at the sink for some time.

      He goes to the piano.

      He plays the phrase.

      The chord resolves.

      He sleeps eventually.

    
  
    
      Chapter 23

      Want

      The first piece arrives on the account at seven minutes past midnight on a Monday in early November.

      The piece is a drawing of a mouth. Not the cherry-girl mouth. This mouth is open. The upper lip is the upper lip the artist has been drawing for some weeks — hers, in the small specific way that has become her signature. The lower lip is fuller than the lips have been in the previous pieces. The teeth are visible. The tongue is visible. The mouth is in the act of saying a word that the piece does not name.

      The poem beneath is two lines.

      The mouth is what the body uses when it wants to say what it wants.

      Look as carefully as you can.

      She posts at 12.07.

      She is in her bed with the lamp on. She has been working in the bed because the bed is the warmest place in the room and the radiator has not been keeping up across the last week. The sketchbook is open on the duvet. The pen is in her right hand. The phone is in her left.

      She does not put the phone face down tonight.

      She watches.

      Echo Boy's response arrives at 12.41.

      She reads it.

      The mouth that says what the body wants is the rarest kind of mouth.

      The artist who draws the mouth is the artist who has learned to listen to it.

      Look again.

      She reads it three times.

      She turns the lamp out.

      She does not sleep.

      —

      Greg is at the kitchen table at 12.07 when the notification comes in. He has been at the kitchen table since ten. The laptop has been open. He has been reading a piece from earlier in the day — a drawing of the curve of her shoulder. He has written the response to the curve and posted it at 9.40. He has been sitting since then. He has been waiting without registering that he has been waiting.

      The notification is the new post.

      He opens it.

      He reads the poem. He looks at the mouth. He sits with it.

      He writes the response in thirty-four minutes.

      He has been writing the responses in eleven minutes, in eight minutes, in six minutes, in fourteen minutes, in nine minutes. Tonight the response takes thirty-four. He writes three drafts. Each draft is more careful than the last. The third draft is the one he posts. The third draft has been edited four times before he posts it.

      He posts.

      He closes the laptop.

      He goes to the piano.

      He does not play.

      He sits at the piano with the lid closed.

      —

      Tuesday. The second piece is up at 6.15 in the evening.

      The piece is the inside of a wrist. Not a drawing of the wrist she has been scratching. Not a drawing of the wrist that was almost scratched at the Giddy Goat. A different wrist. The piece is of the small blue veins at the inside of the wrist as they pass under the skin and into the palm. The wrist is on a kitchen table — she has put her wrist on her own kitchen table and drawn the veins from above, the way one would draw a leaf or a fish. The wrist is the subject. The wrist is, in the piece, beautiful in the way an anatomical drawing is beautiful — the body as a system the artist has been attending to.

      The poem is one line.

      The thing inside the wrist is wanting.

      She posts.

      She does not put the phone down. She holds the phone in her hand. She is sitting at her desk with the phone in her hand and the page on the desk and the kiwi at her elbow.

      Echo Boy responds at 6.43.

      The veins are how the body sends what it has decided it cannot say.

      The artist has been deciding for some time.

      Look again.

      She reads it.

      She is, she realises, smiling.

      She has been smiling.

      She has been smiling for some minutes without knowing she has been smiling.

      She posts the next piece at 9.50 that evening.

      —

      Greg cooks himself dinner on Tuesday. He has been cooking himself dinner across the autumn. Tonight the cooking is harder. The chicken does not interest him. The chicken is, by any measure, exactly the same chicken he cooked last Tuesday. The chicken tonight is a different proposition. He eats it standing at the sink. He eats half of it.

      He goes to the laptop.

      The new piece is the wrist.

      He reads it.

      The poem says the thing inside the wrist is wanting.

      Greg, who has been writing the responses for ten weeks, looks at the wrist and at the line beneath it and registers, in the small specific way of a man who has been writing responses for ten weeks, that the line the thing inside the wrist is wanting is the line his daughter is using to describe what she has been doing with the work for some time.

      The wanting is in the work.

      The wanting has been in the work.

      The wanting is now being named.

      He writes the response in twenty-one minutes.

      He does not play the piano after he posts.

      He looks at the wine rack across the kitchen.

      The wine rack has the same wine in it that has been in it for three weeks.

      He does not open the wine.

      He goes to bed.

      —

      The third piece is up on Wednesday morning at 7.15, before school.

      The piece is the artist's foot. Bare. On the floor of the artist's bedroom. The light is the early morning light through the window. The toes are specific. The arch is specific. The small bump on the second toe is specific. The foot is, beyond any doubt, hers.

      The poem is two lines.

      The foot is what the body uses to go toward what it wants.

      Look as carefully as you can. The body is going.

      She posts at 7.15.

      She goes to school.

      —

      Greg sees the post at school during his Year 9 lesson at 9.40. He has the phone in his pocket. He looks at it during the lesson because he has been looking at the phone during lessons across the last week, which is something he has not done in the previous nine years of teaching at this school.

      The Year 9s do not notice. The Year 9s are doing the rhythm exercise he set them.

      He looks at the post.

      He reads the poem.

      He puts the phone back in his pocket.

      He finishes the lesson.

      At lunch he does not go to the staffroom. He goes to the music block. He sits at the piano with the lid closed. He does not play. He has not played the phrase in three days. He cannot, when he sits at the piano now, play the phrase, because the phrase that has been resolving for eight weeks is the phrase that has the fourth bar he took from Jamie, and the fourth bar is now, in some specific way he cannot articulate, the phrase the artist on the account is asking for in the work.

      He sits at the piano with the lid closed for forty minutes.

      He goes back to the staffroom at the end of lunch.

      Sarah says, "You alright?"

      "Yeah. Just tired."

      "You don't look it. You've looked great for weeks."

      "Bit of a cold maybe."

      "Mm."

      She looks at him.

      He goes back to the lesson.

      —

      He writes the response at 4.50 that afternoon at the kitchen table.

      The response takes forty-two minutes.

      He writes five drafts. He posts the fifth.

      The foot that goes toward what it wants is the foot of the artist who has decided.

      The body has been deciding.

      Read this slowly.

      He closes the laptop.

      He looks at the wine.

      He does not open it.

      He sits at the kitchen table for an hour without doing anything.

      He goes to the piano.

      He plays the phrase.

      The fourth bar will not come.

      He plays the first three bars. He stops. He plays them again. The fourth bar does not come. The fourth bar — Jamie's bar, the bar he has been playing for eight weeks as if it were his — does not come.

      He plays the first three bars a third time.

      The chord at the end of the third bar does not resolve.

      It hangs.

      He sits with the chord hanging.

      He plays the three bars again.

      The chord hangs.

      He gets up from the piano.

      He goes to the kitchen.

      He opens the wine.

      He pours a glass.

      He drinks it standing at the sink.

      He pours a second glass.

      He does not drink the second glass standing at the sink. He takes it to the kitchen table. He sits down. He looks at the glass. He does not drink it for some time. He drinks it eventually.

      He goes to bed at one in the morning.

      —

      Helen is at the kitchen table at midnight.

      The laptop is open. She has been scrolling for an hour. She has been scrolling for an hour every night for two weeks. The wedge of light from the hallway is the wedge of light. The kitchen is dim.

      She has read the responses to the three new pieces this week. She has read them in sequence. The responses are not what they were. The responses are tighter. The responses are working harder. She does not know how she knows this. She knows it.

      She reads the response to the foot again.

      The foot that goes toward what it wants is the foot of the artist who has decided. The body has been deciding. Read this slowly.

      She reads it slowly.

      She thinks, for the first time in three weeks, without being able to articulate why:

      This is a boy who is in trouble.

      She does not know what the trouble is. She does not know the source. She does not know the texture of the trouble or its name or its position in the world. She knows the texture of a man writing as if the writing is the only thing holding him together. She has lived with such a man. She has been the wife of such a man.

      She closes the laptop.

      She sits at the table for a long time.

      —

      Mira has not been to school since Monday.

      Her mother has stopped asking. Her mother has been leaving the door of her room slightly open in the evenings and bringing the sandwiches and taking them away. Mira has been sleeping in patches. Mira has been on the account.

      The account she made on Tuesday has been blocked. The account she made on Wednesday morning has been blocked within an hour.

      Wednesday afternoon she does not make a new account.

      She sits at her desk with the laptop closed.

      She looks at the wall.

      She does not know, sitting at the desk on Wednesday afternoon at three forty-five, what the next move is. She has, across ten weeks, generated thirty-four accounts. Each one has been blocked. Each one has produced no effect she can see. The artist has not stopped posting. The artist has not slowed down. The artist has, in fact, accelerated. The artist is producing the body and the work and the words faster than Mira has been able to attack them.

      Mira sits at the desk.

      She picks up the violin.

      She has not picked up the violin in fifteen days.

      She does not play. She holds it. She holds the bow against the strings without drawing it. She sits with the violin against her shoulder for some minutes.

      She puts it back in the case.

      She closes the case.

      —

      Jamie at the school piano on Wednesday after the bell. He has been packing up. The teacher has gone. The room is empty.

      Jamie sits at the piano.

      He plays the phrase.

      The first three bars come the way they have been coming. The fourth bar — his bar — he plays it.

      It does not feel like his.

      It has not felt like his for some weeks.

      He plays it again.

      It still does not feel like his.

      He stops playing. He sits at the piano with his hands on the keys. He has been writing fewer loops at home. He has been writing fewer everything at home. He does not know why. He has, for some weeks, had less in him than he had at the start of the autumn. He has been chalking it up to A-levels.

      He plays the fourth bar one more time.

      The fourth bar is the fourth bar. It is also not his.

      He gets up.

      He packs up his stuff.

      He goes home.

      —

      Thursday. The fourth piece is up at 8.30 in the evening.

      The piece is the artist's hand. The hand is at her own face, fingertips against her own cheek. The fingers are her fingers. The cheek is her cheek. The piece is the body doing what the body does when the body wants to be touched.

      The poem is three lines.

      The hand on the face is the body asking.

      The body has been asking for some time.

      The body wants, now, to be answered.

      She posts.

      She is in her bed with the lamp on.

      Echo Boy does not respond at 8.30. Echo Boy does not respond at 9. Echo Boy does not respond at 10.

      He responds at 11.42.

      The response is one line.

      The body is asking and the body has been heard.

      She reads it.

      She reads it three times.

      The response is shorter than the responses have been. The response is also, in some way she cannot articulate, more. The response is one line. The one line says the body has been heard.

      She has been heard.

      She lies on her back.

      She has been waiting to be heard for seventeen years.

      She has, in this autumn, been heard.

      She closes her eyes.

      She is smiling.

      —

      Greg writes the line the body is asking and the body has been heard at 11.36.

      He has written four other lines first.

      He has deleted them.

      He writes the fifth line. He looks at it. He posts it before he can delete it too.

      He closes the laptop.

      He goes to the wine.

      The bottle from last night is on the kitchen counter. There is a third of a bottle left in it. He pours the third of a bottle into a glass. He drinks it.

      The drinking is slower than the drinking on Wednesday night was. The drinking is the drinking of a man who has been writing all week the verses that have, each one, taken him further from the line he has been trying to hold.

      He has, in the last week, posted six responses.

      Each response has been further from the artistic register than the response before.

      The last response — the body is asking and the body has been heard — is, by any honest reading, an answer.

      It is also, by the same honest reading, the answer of a man who is no longer Echo Boy in the way Echo Boy has been for ten weeks.

      He sits with this.

      He pours another glass.

      He has no more wine in the bottle. He gets a new bottle from the rack. He opens it. He pours.

      He sits at the kitchen table.

      He does not go to the piano.

      The phrase has not been played in two days. The piano has been closed since Tuesday evening.

      He drinks the second glass.

      He registers, in the small specific way of a man who has been drinking the same wine for sixteen years, that the wine is the same wine.

      He registers, in the small specific way of a man who has been managing a deception for ten weeks, that the deception is no longer being managed.

      The deception is being lived.

      He sits at the table.

      He does not finish the second glass tonight.

      He goes to bed at one thirty.

      He lies on his back in the dark.

      The phrase plays itself once in his head as he lies there.

      The chord does not resolve.

      —

      Friday morning. The fifth piece is up at 6.40 a.m., before Ella has gone to school.

      The piece is small. The piece is, in some specific way, the smallest piece she has made in weeks. The piece is just her name.

      Not her name. The name on the account. amouthfulofcherries. Written in the kiwi-green ink she has been using for the hollows in the body pieces. Written across the centre of the page in the leaning handwriting.

      The poem beneath is one line.

      This is who has been wanting.

      She posts.

      She goes to school.

      She is, walking down the hill toward school on Friday morning, in the small specific state of a person who has been making the most direct work of her life across one week. The work has come faster than she had thought work could come. The reader has been reading. The reader has been reading better than she had thought any reader could read. The week has been the most alive she has been since she was eight years old and her father lived in the same house as her.

      She does not register that she is happy.

      She is too inside the happiness to register it.

      She walks.

      —

      Greg sees the post at 6.45.

      He is at the kitchen table. He has been at the kitchen table since 5.30 because he could not sleep past 5.30. The laptop has been open since 5.40.

      He reads the post.

      This is who has been wanting.

      He looks at the name on the page. amouthfulofcherries. In the kiwi-green ink.

      He sits with it.

      He does not write the response immediately.

      He does not write the response by 7. He does not write the response by 8. He does not write the response by 9.

      He goes to school at 8.30 without having written the response.

      He teaches the morning lessons.

      He does not write the response at lunch.

      He comes home at 4.

      He sits at the kitchen table.

      He writes the response at 5.40.

      He writes one draft.

      He does not edit it.

      He posts it.

      This is the artist of the kiwi green.

      The artist of the kiwi green has been wanting.

      The reader has been reading the wanting.

      The reader is here.

      He reads it after posting.

      He sits with it.

      He has just written the words the reader is here on a public comment beneath his seventeen-year-old daughter's post on her anonymous poetry account.

      The words are on the screen.

      The words have been posted.

      He cannot un-post them.

      He registers that he cannot un-post them.

      He closes the laptop.

      He pours a glass of wine.

      He drinks it.

      He pours another.

      He drinks the second one.

      He pours a third.

      He sits at the kitchen table.

      He looks at the wall.

      He has not, in nine years, been the man who has done what he has just done.

      He is, sitting at the kitchen table at 5.50 on a Friday afternoon in early November, the man who has just done what he has just done.

      The piano in the front room is closed.

      The phrase has not been played in three days.

      —

      Ella reads the response at 5.41.

      She is at the desk in her bedroom. She has been at the desk for an hour because she came home from school and went straight to the desk. She has been working on the next piece. The next piece is not yet a piece. The next piece is a feeling in her body that has not yet found the page.

      She reads the comment.

      The reader is here.

      She reads it three times.

      She reads it a fourth time.

      She puts the phone down on the desk.

      She looks at the page.

      The page has nothing on it.

      She picks up the pen.

      She is going to make a piece tonight that the week has been making her ready to make.

      She does not know what the piece is.

      She knows the piece is going to be the piece.

      She picks up the pen.

      She begins.

    
  
    
      Chapter 24

      The Dancefloor is Empty

      The account had changed. Not obviously. Not in any way a stranger would notice, scrolling past. The same ballpoint blue. The same cartridge paper. The same stains of fruit and coffee and things   pressed into the page until they gave up colour. The same handwriting, leaning as if the words had somewhere to go. The same blank captions beneath the images.

      But the account had changed.

      Naila saw it first, because Naila always saw Ella first.

      The drawings have opened, she wrote to Theo, late one night, after Ella had gone to sleep.

      Theo read the message and knew what she meant.

      Marcus read it too, three minutes later, and typed yeah, then deleted yeah, then typed I know what you mean, then deleted that too, because what he meant was not yet available to him in language. It was somewhere in the direction of growing up and not being there yet. It was somewhere in the direction of seeing a girl you loved as a friend become something you could not protect by standing in front of her.

      He sent nothing.

      The drawings had opened.

      The figures were still half-formed. Still emerging from stain and shadow and the wild accidents of fruit and coffee and damp paper. But the bodies in them had become more present. The lines were braver. The necks longer. The shoulders less hunched. The hands no longer only hiding or covering or holding themselves together.

      They were reaching now.

      A hand on a railing. A throat turned slightly to the light. The back of a knee. The soft inside of an elbow. The line of a shoulder where a sleeve had slipped. A mouth, not bitten, not bleeding, but about to say something.

      The poems beneath the drawings had changed too.

      They had become warmer. Not soft. Never soft exactly. But warmer. They reached towards rather than away. They used you differently. Not the general you, not the accusing you, not the you of a poem standing in a room and speaking to whoever happened to enter. This was a specific you. A you with a place waiting for it.

      The you of someone who would read.

      Six weeks of this.

      Six weeks of the account blooming in a direction it had never bloomed before.

      Greg had been reading every post.

      He had not commented on all of them. Not now. At first he had told himself this was restraint. Taste. Care. A musician's understanding of the rest between notes. Too much presence became ordinary. Too much presence became wallpaper. A comment beneath every drawing would turn into a kind of duty, and duty was not what the account wanted from him.

      The right silence mattered.

      The right distance mattered.

      The rest between notes was not the absence of music. It was music held back, music made more dangerous by waiting.

      He knew this.

      He had known it for weeks.

      He also knew, though he did not let the knowledge stand fully upright, that he was no longer simply responding to the work. He was spacing himself. Placing himself. Measuring his arrival against her need for him to arrive.

      He knew this and had not stopped.

      The flat had begun, for a while, to look like the flat of someone returning to his own life.

      That had been one of the lies.

      The piano had opened. He had cooked. He had bought coffee that was not instant and bread that went stale before he finished it. He had changed the sheets twice in a month. He had answered two emails from work on the same day they arrived. He had played in the mornings before school and for three evenings in a row without drinking first.

      He had mistaken function for repair.

      Now the signs were smaller and worse.

      The piano stayed open, but he did not always play. Sometimes he sat in front of it with the laptop on the kitchen table behind him and the phone face down beside the keys, waiting for a vibration he pretended not to be waiting for. Sometimes he played the first six bars and stopped before the seventh because the seventh wanted something from him he could not give it. Sometimes he closed the fallboard too hard and stood over the instrument afterwards as if it had insulted him.

      The phrase had grown, yes.

      Six bars had become sixteen. Sixteen had become something with weather in it. The wrong-right turn in the third bar had become the argument of the whole piece — everything arriving where it should not arrive and making, on arrival, a case for having been inevitable all along.

      But the piece had begun to circle itself.

      It no longer opened a door.

      It paced the room.

      Jamie said, once, after a lesson, "That tune's getting massive, sir."

      Greg said, "It's not a tune yet."

      Jamie said, "It is though."

      Greg did not answer.

      Because Jamie was wrong.

      Or worse, Jamie was right in the way people are right when they can hear the surface of something and not the thing underneath it. The tune was getting massive. The tune was also becoming a place Greg could hide while calling hiding work.

      The bottle was already open.

      That was the fact he did not look at first.

      The drinking had not returned tonight. It had returned by degrees, earlier, under other names. A glass after school. A glass because the phrase would not resolve. A glass because the flat was too quiet. A glass because he had done well not to comment and wanted, absurdly, to be congratulated for doing nothing.

      Tonight it had a clearer purpose.

      The phone was on the table.

      The post was on the phone.

      The three lines were in him.

      I am making this for you.

      He poured too much.

      The first mouthful was punishment.

      The second was permission.

      By the third, the room had begun to soften around the edges in the old familiar way. Not enough. Never enough. But enough to make the phone on the table look slightly less like an accusation and more like a thing that could be ignored until morning.

      —

      On a Wednesday evening in late October, Ella posted.

      Greg was at the piano when the phone vibrated on the kitchen table.

      He did not move at once.

      This was part of the performance now.

      The not-moving.

      The waiting.

      The proving to himself that he could let a sound happen in another room and remain where he was. He played the phrase through to the end. The chord at the end came differently tonight. Not wrong. Not right either. It came as if the piece had stepped to the edge of something and was waiting there.

      He held it.

      The phone vibrated once more.

      The chord died under his hands.

      He stood.

      In the kitchen, the light above the table was on. The phone lay beside the closed laptop. The screen lit as he came in, then went dark again, as if it had only wanted to prove it could.

      He picked it up.

      New post from amouthfulofcherries.

      He opened the app.

      The image loaded slowly.

      First the page.

      Then the top of the drawing.

      Then the hair, dark and loose, falling forward over one shoulder.

      Then the face, half-turned but not hidden.

      Then the body.

      The figure was seated cross-legged. The line was ballpoint blue, stained at the edges with coffee and fruit, the green worked into the hollows where the body held light. She had drawn from above and slightly to the left. The angle of a girl lying on her stomach on the bed, looking down at the page. The figure did not know the angle. The figure was not performing for it.

      The figure was simply there.

      Not covered. Not folded. Not shielded by hair or hands or arms around the torso.

      The figure was not obviously naked.

      But it was the most intimate thing she had ever posted.

      It was not intimate because of what it showed.

      It was intimate because of what it did not defend.

      Greg looked at it for a long time.

      He scrolled.

      The poem was three lines.

      I have been making things for the room. I have been making things for the page. I am making this for you.

      He read it.

      He read it again.

      The kitchen was very quiet.

      The kettle was on the counter. The sink was empty. The laptop was closed. The phone was in his hand. Outside the window, a bus moved through the wet road-light and went on without him.

      I am making this for you.

      There are sentences that arrive too late to be refused.

      This was one of them.

      He put the phone face down on the table.

      He stood with his hands on either side of it, palms flat to the wood.

      His daughter had made something for him.

      She did not know it was him.

      She had made it for Echo Boy.

      She had made it for the boy who had arrived beneath the cherry-girl when the comments were cruel and had written the verses that made the cruelty small. She had made it for the reader who had stayed. For the one who had learned the green and the coffee and the mouth and the hand and the line of the bone. For the one who knew how to say look again and make it feel like permission.

      She had made it for the person who had watched the account open.

      For him.

      No.

      Not for him.

      This was the sentence that arrived next.

      Not for Greg Martin, who had missed school plays and birthdays and quiet evenings and the small daily labour of knowing how a girl becomes herself. Not for the man who had sat across from her in cafés and made failure into atmosphere. Not for the father who could recognise the wrist and still not reach the hand.

      For Echo Boy.

      For the false body.

      For the voice he had built because the real one had failed.

      Greg's palms stayed flat against the table.

      He went to the sink.

      He turned on the cold tap and put his hands under it.

      The water was properly cold now. October cold. No memory of summer in the pipes. He held his hands there until the skin hurt. He looked at the wall above the taps. There was a small crack in the paint beside the window frame. It had been there for years. He had not noticed it for years.

      The water ran over his fingers.

      He turned the tap off.

      He did not dry his hands.

      For a moment he stood with the water dripping from his fingers onto the floorboards. One drop. Then another. Then another.

      Behind him, on the table, the phone was face down.

      The post was on the phone.

      The three lines were in him.

      He dried his hands on the tea towel.

      He picked up the phone and carried it to the front room.

      The piano was open. The room was dim except for the lamp by the sofa and the low reflected orange of the streetlight through the window. Brighton was outside doing the October thing — earlier dark, wet pavements, lit windows, people moving room to room in lives he could not hear.

      He placed the phone on the small table beside the sofa.

      He sat at the piano.

      His hands went to the keys.

      He did not play.

      He knew what he could not do.

      He could not answer the post.

      There was no comment he could write beneath those three lines that would not be an acceptance. No image he could dignify, no poem he could protect, no careful reading he could offer that would remain only a reading.

      If he wrote, Echo Boy would be receiving the gift.

      Echo Boy had received enough.

      Echo Boy had received the cherry-girl and the hand over the mouth. Echo Boy had received the collarbone, the wrist, the foot, the mouth, the throat, the shoulder, the hand on the railing, the small name written in green. Echo Boy had received six weeks of a girl becoming visible to herself and had stood there, in the dark, saying yes.

      Enough.

      More than enough.

      Too much.

      His hands rested on the keys.

      He also knew what he could not do in the other direction.

      He could not confess tonight.

      He could not open the laptop and type as himself. He could not write Ella, it's me. He could not say I made the account. I wrote the comments. I was there. I have been there from the beginning.

      There was no version of that sentence that did not destroy the thing the sentence was trying to save.

      There was no way to enter the room as her father without setting fire to the room.

      He had no rights here.

      That was the fact that kept arriving.

      He had no rights here.

      Not as Echo Boy. Not as Greg. Not as the man at the piano. Not as the father who had missed nine years of rooms and then found this one through a locked door.

      He sat.

      The phone was beside him.

      The post was on the phone.

      The three lines stayed where words stay when they have gone in too far.

      I am making this for you.

      He lowered the fallboard over the keys.

      The sound was small.

      Then he stood.

      Not because he had decided what to do.

      Because his body had remembered an older route through not knowing.

      He went back to the kitchen.

      The laptop was still closed.

      The phone was still in his hand.

      He placed the phone beside the laptop and left it there.

      He did not open Instagram.

      He did not comment.

      He did not like the post.

      He did not message.

      He did not do anything that would make him present.

      For three minutes, this looked like restraint.

      Then he opened the cupboard.

      The bottle was there.

      Not hidden. Not displayed. Waiting with the neutrality of objects.

      He took it down.

      Poured too much.

      Drank standing at the counter.

      The first mouthful was punishment.

      The second was permission.

      By the third, the room had begun to soften around the edges in the old familiar way. Not enough. Never enough. But enough to make the phone on the table look slightly less like an accusation and more like a thing that could be ignored until morning.

      Echo Boy was not there.

      The dance partner had left the floor.

      Greg stood in the kitchen with the glass in his hand and understood, without letting himself form the words, that absence could also be a kind of answer.

      Not a good one.

      Only the one he had.

      He went to bed too late.

      He did not remember deciding to go.

      He lay on his back in the dark.

      The ceiling above him was pale where the streetlight found it. The room had the smell rooms have when the heating has been on and the window has not been opened. His shirt was on the chair. His shoes were by the door. The man was in the bed. The phone was in the kitchen. The post was on the account.

      The glass was empty beside the sink.

      He did not sleep for a long time.

      When he did, the phrase came into the dream.

      The third bar wanted the wrong-right thing.

      The chord at the end did not resolve.

      —

      By morning, the friends had seen it.

      Naila had woken at six because she always woke early when something had happened. She had opened the account before getting out of bed. The post was still there. The figure. The three lines.

      No ech.o.boy.

      She read the poem again.

      I am making this for you.

      She checked the comments.

      Theo had written els. just els.

      Marcus had written nothing.

      There were seventeen likes. Four comments from friends. One comment from a girl in the year below who wrote this is insane in the good way. Naila had blocked two accounts in the night before Ella had woken and seen them.

      No ech.o.boy.

      She opened the group chat.

      Naila: has he seen it?

      Theo was typing almost immediately.

      Theo: he must have.

      Marcus: maybe asleep

      Theo: it was up at ten

      Marcus: people sleep theo

      Theo: not him

      Marcus: we don't know him

      Naila stared at the sentence.

      We don't know him.

      She did not type anything for a while.

      Then Marcus wrote:

      is she okay

      Naila looked at the post again.

      The figure on the page was open and present and brave in a way that made Naila feel protective and proud and frightened all at once.

      Naila: she's okay.

      Theo: that was.

      Naila: yeah.

      Marcus: she likes him.

      No one answered for a moment.

      Then Theo wrote:

      properly.

      Naila put the phone down.

      —

      Across Brighton, Ella woke late.

      The phone was on the desk where she had left it before falling asleep in her clothes. She had meant to stay awake. She had meant to watch the post arrive into the world, meant to hear the phone vibrate, meant to wait for the particular rhythm of the notification that had become, over the last six weeks, a kind of weather in her body.

      But she had slept.

      Now the room was morning-grey. The radiator clicked under the window. Her mouth tasted of sleep. Her neck hurt from the angle she had fallen into.

      She reached for the phone.

      The lock screen was full of ordinary things.

      Naila. Theo. A school reminder. Two likes. A comment from someone she barely knew.

      She scrolled.

      Not him.

      She unlocked the phone.

      The post opened.

      The drawing was there. The figure. The three lines. Her own hand had made them. Her own body had known them before her conscious mind had admitted what they were saying.

      She went to the comments.

      Naila. Theo. The girl from the year below. A heart from Marcus, which was not like Marcus and therefore meant something.

      No ech.o.boy.

      For a moment she felt nothing.

      The feeling took a second to arrive because the fact had to cross the room first. It had to come from the phone into the hand, from the hand into the arm, from the arm into the chest.

      Then it arrived.

      Not panic. Not yet.

      A small adjustment.

      The body making space for an explanation.

      He had not seen it.

      Or he had seen it and was thinking.

      Or he had seen it and understood that this piece required a different kind of answer.

      Or he had seen it and was waiting because the silence was part of the answer.

      She sat up.

      The room was cold.

      She read the poem again.

      I am making this for you.

      She put the phone face down.

      She got dressed for school.

      At breakfast Helen said, "You're quiet."

      Ella said, "Tired."

      Helen looked at her across the kitchen table.

      "Late night?"

      "Bit."

      "Drawing?"

      "Yeah."

      Helen did not ask what.

      Ella ate half a piece of toast and said she wasn't hungry.

      Helen noticed.

      Ella left the house at eight fourteen.

      By afternoon, the absence had become a shape.

      By evening, the shape had become a fact.

      By the second day, the fact was the only thing on the thread.

      The friends read the absence. They had learned to read absences now. They read the blank space beneath the post the way they had read the hand over the mouth, the collarbone, the wrist, the green in the hollow of the throat. The missing comment became part of the piece. It sat there under the three lines, larger than anything anyone else had written.

      By the end of the week, Ella had not posted again.

      The grid stayed unchanged.

      The cherry-girl was still there. The hand over the mouth was still there. The collarbone. The wrist. The foot. The hand on the railing. The mouth. The six weeks of opening. All of it still present, still visible, still arranged in the order of its becoming.

      The last post was the open figure.

      The last poem was three lines.

      I have been making things for the room. I have been making things for the page. I am making this for you.

      No answer beneath it.

      No ech.o.boy.

      The music had stopped.

      The dance floor was empty.

    
  
    
      Chapter 25

      The Answer That Does Not Come

      On the first morning of the silence, Ella is reasonable. This is important, later. That she begins by being reasonable. That she does not wake and know. That she does not sit up in bed and say, he is gone. That she does not immediately become the girl she will become by the end of the week.

      She wakes at seven eighteen because the room is cold and because the radiator has started making the small knocking sound it makes when the heating comes on and because, at some point in the night, her body has remembered that it is waiting for something.

      The phone is on the desk.

      This is also important, later. She has not slept with it under her pillow. She has not slept with it in her hand. She put it on the desk before she went to sleep because the piece was posted and the piece was true and the piece would be read and she wanted, or thought she wanted, to be the kind of person who could let the reading happen without watching the screen for it.

      She lies still for a moment.

      The room is pale with the early November morning. The window has fogged slightly at the bottom edge. The hoodie she took off last night is on the chair. The page is on the desk, not the page itself because the page is drying on the floor beside the radiator, but the photograph of the page is on the account and the account is on the phone and the phone is across the room.

      She does not get up immediately.

      She is reasonable.

      He may not have seen it.

      He may have gone to sleep.

      He may have opened the app, seen the drawing, and understood that it was not a piece to answer quickly. That is possible. That is more than possible. That is likely. The piece is different. The piece asks differently. The piece is not a collarbone or a wrist or a hand on a railing. The piece is the open figure. The piece is the first piece that says, without saying the word, that the work knows who it has been turning toward.

      He will have understood that.

      Of course he will have understood that.

      She sits up.

      The room is very cold outside the bed. She pulls the duvet around her shoulders and reaches with one foot for the floor. Her toes find the rug. The rug is the small one with the coffee stain in the corner from last winter when she had been drawing at midnight and knocked the mug over and cried because the drawing had been good and the coffee had gone through the paper and then, two days later, used the stain in a different drawing because the stain had looked like weather.

      She gets up.

      The phone is face down.

      She looks at it for a moment before touching it.

      The back of the phone has the crack across the corner from when she dropped it outside the library. The case has the small cherry sticker Theo gave her in September. The sticker is peeling at one edge. She presses the edge down with her thumbnail before turning the phone over.

      The screen wakes.

      Notifications.

      Naila. Theo. A school reminder. Three likes. One comment. A message from Marcus at 12.03 saying no words just red heart, which is not how Marcus messages and therefore means Marcus had no joke available.

      Not him.

      The room makes a small adjustment around this fact.

      Not a collapse. Not anything dramatic. Just the first movement of the morning arranging itself differently from how she had imagined it arranging itself when she went to sleep.

      She unlocks the phone.

      She opens the account.

      The post is there.

      The drawing fills the screen. The figure looks stranger this morning than it did last night. More exposed in the grey light. Less triumphant. The coffee has dried darker at the shoulder. The kiwi-green in the hollows is almost luminous through the photograph. The hair falls across one side of the face. The body sits inside the decision it has made.

      She scrolls.

      Naila: els.

      Theo: I don't have words.

      Marcus: <3

      No ech.o.boy.

      She reads the poem.

      I have been making things for the room. I have been making things for the page. I am making this for you.

      The three lines are still true.

      This steadies her.

      The truth of the lines steadies her because a thing being unanswered does not make it untrue. That is almost a thought. It is almost something she could write down if she were the kind of person who wrote down sentences that arrived in the morning with the radiator knocking and the phone cold in her hand. But she does not write it down. She only holds it for a second and lets it hold her.

      He has not seen it.

      Or he has seen it and is waiting.

      Or the waiting is the answer for now.

      She puts the phone down.

      She dresses.

      In the bathroom she looks at herself in the mirror and then looks away because the mirror is not the page and she does not want the mirror this morning. The body in the mirror is the body after the piece. The body in the mirror has done something and is waiting for the world to tell it what has been done. She brushes her teeth. She ties her hair up. She unties it. She ties it again.

      Downstairs, Helen is in the kitchen.

      Helen has her work laptop open and a mug of tea beside it and the expression she has when a sentence somewhere in the world has done something unacceptable.

      "Morning, love."

      "Morning."

      "Toast?"

      "Yeah."

      "How many?"

      "One."

      Helen looks up.

      "One?"

      "I'm not that hungry."

      Helen does not move for half a second. Then she gets the bread.

      "One is allowed," she says.

      "Thanks."

      The kitchen is the kitchen in the morning. Kettle, toaster, mug, plates, the small pot of basil on the windowsill now almost entirely a twig because Helen has watered it too late and too apologetically for several months. The garden beyond the glass is wet. The magnolia has given up. The tomatoes are gone.

      Ella sits at the table.

      Her phone is in her hoodie pocket. She can feel the small hard shape of it against her hip. It is not vibrating. It is only being there.

      Helen puts the toast in front of her.

      "Late night?"

      "Bit."

      "Drawing?"

      "Yeah."

      "Good?"

      Ella looks at the toast.

      "Yeah. I think so."

      Helen sits opposite her.

      There is a pause in which Helen could ask more and does not. Ella loves her for this. Ella hates her for this, a little, without meaning to. Not hate. Never hate. Something sharper than gratitude and less fair.

      Helen picks up her tea.

      "I've got Catherine later," she says. "About Mum."

      "Is she okay?"

      "Same. Bit worse in the evenings."

      "I'll come next time."

      "I know you will."

      Ella eats half the toast.

      She does not mean to leave the other half. The leaving happens. The body stops before the hand has finished the task. She looks at the toast and recognises, with irritation, that Helen has seen it.

      "I'm just tired," she says.

      "I didn't say anything."

      "You did with your face."

      "My face is allowed to have a face."

      "Your face is very loud."

      Helen smiles.

      "Historically true."

      Ella almost smiles back.

      Almost is not nothing.

      The phone does not vibrate.

      —

      At school, Naila is waiting by the gate.

      Naila is wearing the green scarf she wears when she is trying not to look like she has made an effort. Her hair is still damp from the shower. She has two coffees, one in each hand, and gives Ella the one with the plastic lid bitten slightly at the edge because Naila always tests the heat with her teeth and then forgets which cup is which.

      "You look freezing."

      "I am freezing."

      "Drink."

      Ella drinks.

      The coffee is too sweet. Naila has put too much sugar in because Naila believes sweetness is medicine when she does not know what else to do.

      "Did you sleep?"

      "Yeah."

      "Liar."

      "A bit."

      Naila nods. She does not say anything about the post.

      This is why Naila is Naila.

      They walk through the gate.

      The yard is the yard in November. Coats. Bags. Boys shouting because boys shouting is apparently one of the weather conditions of school. A teacher near the door telling someone to take their headphones out. The smell of wet hair and deodorant and the hot metal smell of the radiators inside the building.

      Theo catches them by the lockers.

      Theo looks at Ella once, properly, and then looks away in the way a person looks away when looking properly has told them enough.

      "Marcus says he's emotionally unavailable until lunch."

      "Why?"

      "He saw a fox on the way in and it looked at him like it knew."

      Ella laughs.

      It comes out smaller than it should have done, but it comes out.

      Theo's face changes slightly with relief.

      Naila says, "That is very Marcus."

      "It was apparently an intense fox."

      "All foxes are intense," Theo says.

      "Not Brighton foxes," Ella says.

      "Brighton foxes have therapists," Naila says.

      "And sourdough," Ella says.

      Theo points at her. "That is the kind of thing you say when you haven't slept."

      Ella drinks the too-sweet coffee.

      The phone is in her pocket.

      It does not vibrate.

      By eleven, she has checked the account six times.

      By lunch, she has checked it fourteen.

      She knows the number because the checking has become countable. At first it was only checking. Then it became the thing she was doing between lessons. Then it became the thing she was not doing until she could not not do it. Then the not doing and the doing began to form a rhythm, and rhythms are countable if you are trying not to count them.

      No ech.o.boy.

      The post has more likes now. Twenty-three. A comment from a girl who left last year. Another from someone at the art account in Hove that sometimes reposts student work. Naila has commented a second time with three small green hearts. Theo has liked Naila's comment. Marcus has not commented again.

      No ech.o.boy.

      At lunch they sit on the low wall outside the music block because the canteen is too loud and because Marcus says the canteen chips have begun to look sentient.

      Jamie is inside the music block. Ella can hear him before she sees him. The loop pedal, then the guitar, then his voice over it, low and half-formed through the wall. He is working on something. The sound reaches them in pieces.

      Naila is talking about something Mrs Williams said about owls and Renaissance portraiture. Theo is eating crisps one at a time with the attention of a surgeon. Marcus is telling a story about the fox again, with additions.

      Ella is listening to the music through the wall.

      Jamie's phrase turns. It almost becomes the phrase she has heard in her head since August without knowing where she heard it. Not Echo Boy. Echo Boy is words. But something in the turn feels related to him, as if the city has begun repeating him in other mediums.

      The guitar stops.

      The phone does not vibrate.

      "Els?"

      She looks up.

      Marcus is watching her.

      "What?"

      "You went somewhere."

      "No I didn't."

      "You fully left."

      "I'm here."

      "Debatable."

      Naila says, gently, "You okay?"

      Ella puts the coffee cup down beside her shoe. The cup is empty. She has been carrying it all morning because throwing it away felt like ending something.

      "Yeah."

      The three of them do not believe her. She can feel them not believing her. Their not believing is kind and unbearable.

      "He might not have seen it," Theo says.

      The sentence is careful. Too careful.

      Ella looks at her.

      Theo holds the look.

      "I know," Ella says.

      "He might be doing a whole thing."

      "What whole thing?"

      "A mysterious poet-boy thing."

      Marcus says, "God, I hate mysterious poet boys."

      "You are a mysterious poet boy."

      "I am not mysterious. I'm incredibly available."

      "You wrote a poem about a kestrel and wouldn't show us."

      "It was about existence."

      "You were thirteen."

      "Existence starts early."

      Ella smiles again.

      The phone does not vibrate.

      At three forty, walking home, she decides that if he has not replied by six, that will mean something.

      The decision comforts her because six is a border and borders make the day manageable. Before six, nothing has happened. After six, something will have happened. A person can live inside before six. A person can make tea inside before six. A person can take off school shoes and put the phone on the desk and not look at it for twenty minutes inside before six.

      She gets home at four twelve.

      Helen is not back yet.

      The house is quiet.

      Ella goes upstairs.

      The page is still on the floor beside the radiator. The actual page. The open figure. The paper has curled slightly at the edges. The green has dried paler than it looked wet. The coffee-shadow at the shoulder is darker. The poem sits beneath the drawing in blue ballpoint.

      I have been making things for the room. I have been making things for the page. I am making this for you.

      She picks the page up.

      In daylight, it is less frightening.

      No. Not less frightening.

      Different.

      She sets it on the desk.

      She opens a fresh page.

      She uncaps the pen.

      Nothing comes.

      This does not worry her at first. The body is tired. The body has made the thing it needed to make. The body is waiting. Waiting is also work. Waiting is part of the work. She has learned this from him. He has taught her that absence can carry meaning if it is placed correctly.

      She draws a line.

      The line is bad.

      She draws another beside it.

      Worse.

      She crosses both out, which she almost never does on fresh pages because crossing out on fresh pages feels like insulting the page.

      She puts the pen down.

      She checks the phone.

      No ech.o.boy.

      It is five seventeen.

      Six is still possible.

      At six, Helen calls up the stairs.

      "Pasta?"

      "Not hungry."

      A pause.

      "You had toast this morning."

      "I'm just tired."

      Another pause.

      "Come and sit with me anyway."

      Ella closes her eyes.

      "Mum."

      "Come and sit with me anyway."

      So she does.

      The kitchen smells of garlic and tomatoes. Helen is at the cooker. Her hair is clipped up in the way it is clipped when she has come home from work and immediately begun doing three things at once. The radio is on low. Someone on Radio 4 is saying the phrase structural pressures with too much satisfaction.

      Ella sits at the table.

      Helen puts a small bowl of pasta in front of her.

      "Tiny," Helen says. "No argument."

      "I wasn't arguing."

      "You were preparing."

      Ella eats three mouthfuls.

      The pasta is good. This annoys her. It is hard to maintain the position of a person who cannot eat when the pasta is good.

      Helen sits opposite her.

      "Drawing not working?"

      Ella looks up sharply.

      Helen's face is neutral. Too neutral.

      "What?"

      "You get quiet when it isn't working."

      "It's fine."

      "Okay."

      "It is fine."

      "Okay."

      The phone is on the table beside Ella's bowl. Face down. It has been face down for the whole meal. Helen has noticed this. Helen has noticed everything and is pretending, with the great maternal politeness of dangerous evenings, to have noticed very little.

      The phone vibrates.

      Ella's whole body moves before her hand does.

      Helen sees it.

      Ella turns the phone over.

      Naila.

      She turns it back.

      Something in the kitchen changes.

      Not visibly. The cooker is still the cooker. The radio is still speaking. Helen's hand is still around her mug. The pasta is still in the bowl. But something has entered the room and sat between them.

      Helen says, "Waiting for something?"

      Ella looks at the table.

      "No."

      The lie is too small to be useful.

      Helen does not challenge it.

      Ella eats one more mouthful because she cannot bear Helen knowing exactly how little she has eaten. Then she stands.

      "Can I go up?"

      "You don't have to ask."

      "I know."

      She takes the bowl to the sink. There is pasta left in it. She rinses it badly. Tomato water runs down the white ceramic and leaves a red thread near the drain.

      Helen watches the red thread.

      Ella goes upstairs.

      At eight, six has failed.

      This is the second border. The failed border.

      She creates another.

      Midnight.

      Midnight is reasonable. Midnight is when he first came, not the first time, but one of the times that mattered. Midnight is when a person who writes like him might answer something that cannot be answered in daylight.

      She puts the phone on the desk.

      She gets into bed without changing.

      She watches the ceiling.

      At nine fourteen, Theo messages.

      you okay?

      Ella writes yes and does not send it.

      She writes fine and does not send it.

      She writes I think I did something stupid and stares at it until the words become unbearable, then deletes them.

      She sends:

      just tired x

      Theo replies immediately.

      love you.

      Ella puts the phone face down on the bed.

      At ten thirty, Helen knocks.

      "Love?"

      "Yeah."

      "Can I come in?"

      Ella thinks of the page on the desk. The open figure. The three lines. The phone on the duvet. The face she has not arranged.

      "Not now."

      A pause outside the door.

      "Okay."

      Helen does not try the handle.

      That is Helen's great gift and Helen's great failure. She does not try the handle.

      Ella listens to her mother's footsteps move away.

      She waits until they are gone.

      Then she checks again.

      No ech.o.boy.

      At midnight, she is awake.

      The house is quiet. The radiator has stopped knocking. Somewhere outside, two people are laughing in the street with the wild unnecessary laughter of people who have not been waiting for anything all day.

      The phone is in her hand.

      The post is on the screen.

      No ech.o.boy.

      The border fails.

      For the first time, she allows the thought.

      Not the whole thought. Not yet.

      Only its edge.

      He saw it.

      She does not know how she knows.

      She knows.

      He saw it and did not come.

      The body receives this before the mind agrees. The chest, first. Then the throat. Then the hand, which goes to the wrist and stops there.

      She looks at the hand.

      The hand is her hand.

      The wrist is her wrist.

      The page is across the room.

      The account is in her hand.

      She places the phone face down on the bedside table.

      The room is dark except for the small line of streetlight at the curtain edge.

      She lies on her back.

      She does not cry.

      Crying would be an answer and there is no answer yet.

      She looks at the ceiling.

      The first day of the silence ends.

      The silence does not.

    
  
    
      Chapter 26

      The Absence

      Mira sees the absence before she sees the drawing. This is how she will remember it later, if she remembers it honestly, which she will not do for some time. She will remember the white space first. The place where he should have been and was not. The thread under the post with the friends in it and the little hearts and the girl from Hove saying this is insane in the good way and Naila's careful comment and Theo's careful comment and Marcus's stupid heart and, beneath all of that, nothing.

      No ech.o.boy.

      Then she looks at the drawing.

      The drawing is the drawing everyone has been looking at since Wednesday night. The open figure. The hair falling over one shoulder. The body sitting cross-legged, not covered, not showing, not doing anything Mira can report to herself as ugly or desperate or obvious. This is the worst of it. The drawing is not obvious. If the drawing were obvious, Mira could despise it cleanly. If it were cringe, she could close the app and say cringe aloud to the room and the room would help her believe it.

      The drawing is not cringe.

      The drawing is good.

      Mira knows this before she has decided not to know it.

      She looks at the poem.

      I have been making things for the room. I have been making things for the page. I am making this for you.

      She reads the last line twice.

      Then she scrolls down again.

      No ech.o.boy.

      For the first time in weeks, something in Mira unclenches.

      Not happiness. She is not happy. Happiness is not available in the room and has not been available in the room for some time. The room has not been built for happiness this autumn. The room has been built for watching, and waiting, and making accounts, and reading comments written by a boy she thinks she knows in a voice he has never used for her.

      But something like relief comes.

      Small. Mean. Warm.

      He's gone.

      The thought arrives whole.

      Not maybe. Not where is he. Not he might still come.

      He's gone.

      She sits at the desk with the phone in both hands and reads the empty place again. The empty place gives her more than the comments ever did. The comments had been hers for seconds and then gone. Blocked, deleted, removed by Naila or Theo or whoever was on duty that hour, the artist's little guards doing their little guarding. The comments had never stayed long enough to become weather.

      This has stayed.

      This is on the thread and no one can delete it because it is not a comment.

      The silence belongs to no account.

      The silence cannot be blocked.

      She smiles.

      She stops smiling almost immediately, because the smile feels wrong on her face. Not morally wrong. She has passed that concern. Physically wrong. The muscles have forgotten the arrangement.

      Her laptop is closed on the desk. It has been closed since Tuesday afternoon. The charger is plugged in but not connected. The black cable lies on the floor in a loose shape that looks, for a second, like a question mark if you want it to. Mira does not want it to. The violin case is in the corner. Closed now. This is new. For weeks the case was open and the violin lay inside it like an accusation. On Wednesday she closed the case. Her mother noticed and said nothing.

      The room smells faintly of toast because her mother brought toast up an hour ago and Mira ate half of it and left the other half on the plate beside the bed.

      She opens the comment field.

      Her thumb hovers.

      The account she is in is new. Made yesterday. No posts. No picture. A username with numbers and a word she chose because it meant nothing to anyone who would see it. It will be blocked if she uses it. They always are. The blocking has become part of the rhythm. Make account. Comment. Watch the comment disappear. Make another. Comment. Disappear. The artist keeps posting. Echo Boy keeps answering. The friends keep blocking. The machine keeps running.

      But now the machine has stopped.

      Mira types:

      he's gone

      She looks at the two words.

      They are perfect.

      This is annoying. The words are perfect in the way some cruel things are perfect, which is the reason cruel things survive in the mind longer than kind things. Two words. No punctuation. No effort. The whole thread organised around them without knowing it.

      he's gone

      She imagines the comment appearing beneath the post.

      She imagines Naila seeing it.

      She imagines Theo saying something in the group chat.

      She imagines Ella seeing it before they can get there.

      The imagining gives her a sharp little pulse in the throat.

      She keeps her thumb above Post.

      She does not press it.

      This is new.

      She reads the thread again.

      No ech.o.boy.

      She reads her own comment in the box.

      he's gone

      She understands, not in language exactly, but in the practical part of herself that has become very good at harm, that posting the comment would make the silence smaller.

      It would give the thread something to answer.

      It would give Naila something to delete. It would give Theo something to hate. It would give Ella something with edges, something outside herself, something she could say was cruel and therefore not true.

      The silence is doing better work without her.

      Mira deletes the words.

      The empty comment field remains.

      She sits back.

      The room is very quiet.

      Downstairs, her mother is on the phone. Mira can hear the low rhythm of the conversation through the floorboards, not the words, only the mother-shape of them. The kettle clicks off. A cupboard opens. The house continues in the humiliating way houses continue when something large is happening upstairs and no one in the kitchen knows.

      She looks at the drawing again.

      The figure sits there, open, waiting.

      Mira hates the figure.

      She hates the line of the shoulder. She hates the hair. She hates the fact that the body is not doing anything wrong. She hates the small green in the hollow where the coffee-shadow meets the blue line. She hates that Jamie — because it is Jamie, it has to be Jamie, it has always been Jamie — has been reading these things for weeks and writing back as if he were older than himself, better than himself, better than everyone.

      And now he has gone.

      Because it got too much.

      Because Ella made it weird.

      Because Ella did what girls like Ella do, which is turn being looked at into a whole religion and then act surprised when the boy leaves the church.

      The thought is ugly.

      Mira likes it.

      She likes it for three seconds and then does not like that she likes it and then likes not liking it because not liking it means there is still a line somewhere and then hates the line because the line has done nothing for her.

      Her phone buzzes.

      For one wild second she thinks it is him.

      This is stupid. He does not have this account. He does not know she is here. He does not know she has been here all autumn. He does not know she wrote the first comments. He does not know she watched him arrive and make her small. He does not know she has been reading every line he has written to Ella and feeling the lines enter her like splinters.

      It is her mother.

      Dinner in 20. Please come down tonight x

      Mira reads it.

      The x hurts.

      She puts the phone face down on the desk.

      She does not move.

      After a minute she picks it up again.

      She opens the account.

      The post is still there.

      No ech.o.boy.

      She opens Jamie's profile.

      Jamie has posted nothing. Jamie never posts anything useful. A story from two days ago of a guitar pedal on a carpet. A blurry picture of Marcus doing something stupid in the music block. A saved highlight from the summer with someone jumping off the groyne into the sea. Nothing.

      She watches the guitar pedal story, though she has watched it before.

      The pedal is red. His foot comes into the frame for half a second. The shoe is dirty. She pauses it on the shoe because she is sixteen and the shoe belongs to him and that is the level of ridiculousness to which her life has descended.

      She exits the story.

      Back to Ella's account.

      No ech.o.boy.

      He's gone.

      She does not post it.

      She does not need to.

      For the first time in weeks, Mira does not make a new account that evening.

      For the first time in weeks, she goes downstairs when her mother calls.

      Her mother has made meatballs. Mira sits at the table. Her mother looks at her as if looking too directly might make her disappear.

      "You okay, Mir?"

      Mira nods.

      "School tomorrow?"

      "Maybe."

      Her mother does not say maybe is not yes.

      This is wise of her.

      Mira eats three meatballs. Then four. Her mother pretends not to count. Mira pretends not to notice her pretending.

      After dinner, she takes her plate to the sink.

      Her mother says, "Thank you."

      Mira says, "It's fine."

      She goes back upstairs.

      The room is darker now. The violin case is in the corner. The toast plate is still by the bed. She picks it up and carries it to the landing, then changes her mind and brings it back because taking two plates down in one evening would become a statement and she is not prepared to make statements.

      She sits on the bed.

      She opens Ella's account again.

      The thread is unchanged.

      The absence is still there.

      It has survived dinner.

      This pleases her.

      It also does something else, something she cannot name and does not want to name, because the thing it does is not pleasure exactly. It is closer to recognition. The silence has a texture now. The silence is not only good because it hurts Ella. The silence is good because it proves something Mira has needed proved.

      That he could leave. That boys who write like that can still leave. That being read does not save you. That wanting does not make you chosen.

      She sits with the phone in her hand until the screen dims.

      Before she goes to sleep, she checks once more.

      No ech.o.boy.

      She turns the phone face down on the bedside table.

      In the corner, the violin case stays closed.

      Mira sleeps better than she has slept in weeks.

    
  
    
      Chapter 27

      Shutdown

      By Friday, Ella has become practical about the silence.

      This is what she calls it.

      Practical.

      She stops checking the account during lessons because checking during lessons has produced nothing except the hot small humiliation of staring at the same empty place beneath the same three lines while other people turn pages and click pens and ask if the homework was due today. She stops checking in corridors because corridors are bad places to discover things. She stops checking in the toilet cubicle after second period because the cubicle smells of bleach and vape and someone has written die mad on the back of the door in silver pen and the words are not helpful.

      She becomes practical.

      She checks before school.

      She checks at lunch.

      She checks when she gets home.

      She checks before bed.

      Four times is reasonable. Four times is a system. Four times is the number of a person who is not waiting with her whole body.

      On Friday morning she checks before school.

      No ech.o.boy.

      She puts the phone face down on the desk.

      The phone stays there while she gets dressed. The phone stays there while she brushes her teeth. The phone stays there while she looks at the open figure drying against the wall where she has blu-tacked it, because putting it away would be dramatic and leaving it on the floor would be worse.

      The figure looks different now.

      Not bad.

      That is the problem. If it were bad, the silence would have a shape she could use. If the piece were too much or clumsy or embarrassing or obviously asking for something it had no right to ask for, she could hate it. She could take it down. She could delete the post. She could be the kind of person who had made a mistake and corrected it.

      The piece is not bad.

      The piece is true.

      That is harder.

      Downstairs, Helen is making toast.

      "Morning."

      "Morning."

      "One?"

      "Yeah."

      Helen puts one slice in the toaster.

      She does not say anything about yesterday's half-slice. She does not say anything about the bowl of pasta.

      Helen butters the toast.

      Ella eats it.

      Almost all of it.

      This is also practical.

      Helen watches her not watching Helen watch her.

      "You've got drawing today?"

      "Yeah."

      "Good."

      "Mm."

      "Do you need anything picked up? Paper? Pens?"

      "No."

      "Fruit?"

      Ella looks at her.

      Helen lifts one shoulder.

      "For the work."

      "No."

      "Okay."

      The word work sits between them for a second. It is a generous word. Helen uses it generously. Helen believes in work. Helen has believed in Ella's work since before Ella did, which is one of the things Ella cannot think about this morning because thinking about it would require being softer than she is able to be.

      She takes her plate to the sink.

      She rinses it properly.

      Helen sees this too.

      Ella goes to school.

      At the gate, Naila is waiting.

      Naila does not have coffee today. This is how Ella knows everyone has been talking. Coffee would mean Naila had decided sweetness was still medicine. No coffee means Naila has decided not to manage her.

      "Hi," Naila says.

      "Hi."

      "You okay?"

      "Yeah."

      "Okay."

      They walk.

      That is the whole conversation until the lockers.

      Theo is there. Marcus is there. Marcus has his bag open and is looking for something in it with the desperation of a person who has never once put anything in a consistent pocket.

      "I've lost my lanyard," he says.

      "It's round your neck," Theo says.

      Marcus looks down.

      "Oh."

      Ella laughs.

      It is a small laugh. It is not false. This annoys her slightly, the fact that laughing is still possible. It feels disloyal to the scale of the thing.

      Marcus beams, too relieved by the laugh to hide it.

      "See? I'm providing a service."

      "Lanyard-based emotional support," Theo says.

      "Available for weddings, funerals, and mild academic collapse."

      Naila looks at Ella.

      Ella looks away.

      The day happens.

      Maths. History. English. A fire alarm that turns out not to be a fire but someone burning toast in the sixth-form common room, which becomes funny for twelve minutes because everyone is outside in the cold and Mr Ellis is trying to count Year 11 while Year 11 behave like loose pigeons.

      Ella stands between Naila and Theo. Marcus tries to start a rumour that the toast was political. Naila tells him toast cannot be political. Marcus says everything can be political if the bread is sufficiently radical.

      Ella smiles.

      The phone is in her bag.

      It does not vibrate.

      At lunch she checks.

      No ech.o.boy.

      She has expected this. Expecting it does not help.

      The absence has changed again. At first it was a delay. Then it was a fact. Now it is beginning to become information.

      She does not yet know what information.

      Only that it is about her.

      She closes the app.

      Naila says nothing.

      This is worse than if Naila had said something.

      Drawing class is last period.

      Mrs Williams has not brought an owl. Mrs Williams has brought pears.

      There are twelve pears on the centre table, arranged on a blue cloth in a way that makes them look both beautiful and accused. Mrs Williams stands beside them with a mug in one hand and charcoal on her forehead, though nobody knows how the charcoal has got there because they are working in ink today.

      "Pears," Mrs Williams says, as if this explains the world.

      Marcus, from the back, says, "Miss, are pears allowed?"

      Mrs Williams says, "No, Marcus. They are contraband pears. Draw them before Ofsted arrives."

      People laugh.

      Ella sits.

      She opens her sketchbook.

      The pear in front of her has a bruise near the bottom. The bruise is green-brown, soft at the edge. It should be a good bruise. It should be exactly the kind of thing her hand wants. Fruit giving up colour. Skin becoming weather. The body of the pear showing what has happened to it.

      She picks up the pen.

      The first line is dead.

      She knows it immediately.

      Not bad. Dead.

      Bad lines can be worked with. Bad lines have life in them because badness is a kind of argument. A dead line has no argument. It lies on the page and refuses relation.

      She draws another.

      Dead.

      She draws the pear's stem.

      Dead.

      She puts the pen down.

      Across the room, Naila is drawing without looking like she is watching. Theo is actually watching. Marcus has drawn a pear with legs and is pretending it happened by accident.

      Mrs Williams moves around the room.

      She stops behind Ella.

      For a while she says nothing.

      Then she says, very quietly, "Wrong object?"

      Ella looks at the pear.

      "No."

      "Wrong day?"

      Ella does not answer.

      Mrs Williams does not touch her shoulder. This is why Mrs Williams is good. She knows which students can be touched and which students should be left with the dignity of their own perimeter.

      "Draw the space around it," Mrs Williams says. "When the thing won't come, draw the air it's taking up."

      Then she moves on.

      Ella looks at the pear.

      She draws the space around it.

      This is better.

      Not good.

      Better.

      The pear remains mostly blank. The page fills with the room around the pear. The edge of the blue cloth. The shadow where the table meets the floor. Marcus's hand at the far edge of the composition. A chair leg. The corner of someone's shoe. The pear becomes a white absence in the centre of the page.

      At the end of class, Mrs Williams comes back.

      She looks at the drawing.

      "Yes," she says.

      Ella almost cries.

      This is inconvenient. Crying in drawing class is not practical.

      She closes the sketchbook.

      After school, she walks home alone.

      She tells Naila she has a headache. Naila does not believe her and lets her go anyway, because Naila is learning, painfully, that loving Ella does not always mean following.

      The sky is low. Brighton has gone grey in the particular November way that makes the sea and the pavement and the fronts of buildings appear to be made from the same tired material. The shops are lit too early. People carry bags. A dog outside the bakery shakes itself and sends water over a woman's tights. The woman says oh for God's sake to the dog, and the dog looks delighted.

      Ella walks.

      She does not check the phone.

      This is practical.

      At home, Helen is not back yet.

      Ella goes upstairs.

      The open figure is still on the wall.

      She takes it down.

      She does not tear it. She does not fold it. She does not put it in the bin. She places it carefully inside the large sketchbook under the bed, between two older pages, face down.

      Then she stands in the middle of the room.

      The wall looks worse without it.

      She opens Instagram.

      No ech.o.boy.

      She looks at the last post for what she tells herself will be the last time today.

      The poem is still there.

      I have been making things for the room. I have been making things for the page. I am making this for you.

      She reads the comments without wanting to.

      Naila. Theo. Marcus. The girl from Hove. Others.

      All of them are kind in the useless way kindness is useless when the person who matters has chosen silence.

      She exits the app.

      She deletes Instagram from her phone.

      The app disappears from the screen with a tiny collapse, the icon folding into nothing.

      The relief is immediate.

      The panic arrives half a second later.

      She stares at the place where the app was.

      The phone is suddenly only a phone.

      This is unbearable.

      She puts it down.

      She picks it up.

      She opens the App Store.

      She searches Instagram.

      She does not reinstall it.

      She locks the phone and throws it onto the bed. Not hard. Hard enough that it bounces once and lands face down near the pillow.

      Downstairs, the front door opens.

      "El?"

      "Yeah."

      "You okay?"

      "Yeah."

      She hears Helen pause in the hallway.

      Then Helen says, "I'm making tea."

      "Okay."

      Ella does not go down.

      She sits at the desk.

      She opens a fresh page.

      The page is blank in the old way. Not waiting. Not inviting. Blank.

      She picks up the pen.

      The hand does not move.

      She tries to draw the mouth.

      Nothing.

      She tries to draw the hand.

      Nothing.

      She tries to draw the pear from memory, the white absence in the middle of the room.

      Nothing.

      The pen rests above the page.

      Her hand begins to shake.

      She puts the pen down carefully, because throwing it would be dramatic and she is not dramatic. She is practical.

      She gets into bed with her clothes on.

      At seven, Helen knocks.

      "Love?"

      "Not hungry."

      "I didn't ask if you were hungry."

      Ella closes her eyes.

      "What?"

      "Can I come in?"

      "No."

      The answer is too fast.

      The hallway is quiet.

      Helen says, "Okay."

      The footstep does not move away.

      Ella waits.

      Helen waits.

      The door remains closed.

      Eventually Helen says, "I'm here."

      Ella says nothing.

      Helen goes downstairs.

      Ella lies on her side facing the wall.

      The phone is on the bed behind her. Instagram is not on it. Echo Boy is not on it. The account is somewhere outside the room continuing without her, or not continuing, or sitting exactly as she left it with the last post at the top and no answer beneath it.

      She tries to imagine never checking again.

      The idea is clean for one second.

      Then impossible.

      She rolls over. Picks up the phone. Opens the App Store. Installs Instagram again.

      The icon returns.

      She opens it.

      Logs in.

      The account loads.

      No ech.o.boy.

      She laughs once.

      It is not a laugh anyone would recognise as laughter.

      She deletes the app again.

      This time she turns the phone off.

      The room goes quiet in a way it has not been quiet since August.

      She lies in the dark with the powered-off phone beside her and the blank page on the desk and the hidden drawing under the bed.

      She has made herself unreachable.

      It does not help.

      That night, Helen comes upstairs at eleven.

      She does not knock this time. She stands outside the door and listens.

      No music.

      No pen.

      No phone sounds.

      No movement.

      The room on the other side of the door is doing the thing Helen remembers.

      Helen puts her palm against the painted wood.

      "Ella," she says, very softly.

      Inside the room, Ella is awake.

      She does not answer.

      Helen keeps her hand on the door for a long moment.

      Then she goes downstairs.

      In the kitchen, she opens her laptop.

      The account is still open from the night before.

      The last post is still the last post.

      The open figure.

      The three lines.

      No ech.o.boy.

      Helen reads the silence.

      She does not yet know what she is reading.

      But she knows what it is doing.

      She closes the laptop.

      Upstairs, Ella lies on her side facing the wall.

      The phone is off.

      The page is blank.

      The piece is hidden.

      The first week of the silence has begun.

    
  
    
      Chapter 28

      First Love Loss

      On Sunday afternoon, Ella breaks. Not dramatically. This is one of the disappointments of breaking. It does not announce itself in the way films have taught people to expect. There is no plate thrown. No door slammed hard enough to frighten the house. No sobbing into a pillow with the music turned up to cover it. Those things would have been easier, in some ways, because those things would have told everyone what was happening and where to stand in relation to it.

      Instead, she breaks in the kitchen, with one sock on and one sock off, holding a mug she has forgotten to drink from.

      Helen sees it happen.

      The day has been pretending to be ordinary since morning. Sunday has done the things Sunday does. The washing machine has run twice. Helen has changed the sheets. The house has had the smell of laundry and toast and the particular dampness of November coats drying on the backs of chairs. Outside, Brighton has been grey all day, not raining properly, only holding rain in the air like a thought it has not yet had.

      Ella has not come down until one.

      When she does, she is wearing the hoodie she slept in and the joggers from Friday and one blue sock. Helen notices the sock immediately. She notices because mothers notice what the body has failed to complete.

      "Toast?" Helen says.

      "No."

      "Tea?"

      "No."

      "Sit with me anyway."

      Ella sits.

      This, too, Helen notices.

      There are refusals that move away and refusals that sit down. This is the second kind.

      Helen is at the kitchen table with her laptop open and a document on screen that has not moved in forty minutes. She has been pretending to work because pretending to work has allowed her to remain in the kitchen without making the kitchen into a trap. Ella sits opposite her and puts the mug down. The mug has tea in it because Helen made it and Ella accepted it at some point without seeming to know she had accepted it.

      The phone is not with her.

      This is new.

      The phone has been everywhere all autumn. On the table, by the plate, beside the page, face down, face up, in the hoodie pocket, in the hand. The phone has been weather. Today the phone is absent, and its absence sits in the kitchen more loudly than the phone did.

      Helen says nothing about the phone.

      Ella looks at the mug.

      The tea is the wrong colour now. Too dark at the top. The milk has made a skin near the edge. She touches the skin with the spoon. It folds into itself and disappears.

      Helen watches.

      "Love," she says.

      Ella looks up.

      That is all Helen says. Just love.

      The word reaches Ella differently from how it was meant to reach her.

      Her face changes.

      Not much. Anyone else might miss it. Helen does not. The chin hardens. The mouth loses its arrangement. The eyes do the small terrible thing eyes do when they are trying to keep something inside the body and the body is no longer willing.

      Ella looks back down at the mug.

      "Don't," she says.

      "I haven't."

      "You're going to."

      "I'm not going to anything."

      "You are."

      Helen closes the laptop slowly.

      The small click of the lid is too loud.

      Ella flinches.

      Helen sees that too.

      "I'm here," Helen says.

      The sentence is ordinary. The sentence is almost nothing. It is what mothers say because the better sentences do not exist or have not been invented yet or would be too large for the room.

      Ella's hand moves to her wrist.

      Stops.

      Moves away.

      She puts both hands under the table.

      Helen lets her have the privacy of the hands.

      For a while, neither of them speaks.

      The fridge hums. A gull complains somewhere on the roof opposite. A car moves through the wet road outside. The house holds the silence as carefully as it can.

      Then Ella says, "He's gone."

      Helen does not ask who.

      This is the first important thing she does.

      She does not say who, love? She does not force the naming. She does not make Ella climb the whole hill before speaking from it. She lets the pronoun stand, because the pronoun has been in the house for weeks. Helen has not been told the pronoun, not properly, but she has felt it moving through rooms.

      "I'm sorry," Helen says.

      Ella laughs once.

      It is not laughter. It is the body rejecting a word.

      "No."

      Helen waits.

      "No, you don't—" Ella stops. "You don't know."

      "No."

      "You don't."

      "No," Helen says. "I don't."

      This helps more than pretending would have helped.

      Ella looks at her.

      Her face is younger than it was on Wednesday. This is the second terrible thing. The loss has not made her look seventeen. It has taken years from her. She looks thirteen suddenly, and then nine, and then seventeen again, all in the space of one breath.

      "I made it for him," she says.

      Helen's hand, under the table, closes around itself.

      "I know."

      "No, you don't."

      "I saw."

      Ella's face changes.

      "You said you weren't taking it from me."

      Helen does not answer immediately.

      "I'm not."

      "You are now."

      "I'm not."

      "Mum."

      Helen looks at the table.

      Ella says, "You said you'd just look. You said it wasn't spying."

      "It wasn't."

      "And now?"

      Helen does not answer.

      "Now what is it?"

      "I've been worried."

      "About what?"

      "About him."

      Ella sits back.

      "You've been reading him."

      "Yes."

      "Mum."

      "I know."

      "You said you wouldn't make it weird."

      "I know."

      "You said you could look without taking it from me."

      "I know."

      The anger looks for more fuel and finds none because Helen is not defending herself.

      Ella turns away.

      The window has gone dark enough now that the kitchen is reflected faintly in it. Ella sees the two of them there: Helen at the table, herself opposite, the mug between them. A version of the room placed over the garden. A room on top of a room.

      "You should have told me," Ella says.

      "Yes."

      "That you were worried."

      "Yes."

      "Why didn't you?"

      Helen looks at her daughter's reflection in the window.

      "Because you seemed happy."

      Ella's mouth twists.

      That lands.

      It lands because it is true. It lands because happiness is now part of the evidence against her. She had been happy. She had been stupidly, privately, physically happy. She had carried her phone like it was warm. She had eaten toast. She had made things. She had let herself be read. She had walked down hills with the secret inside her and thought the city knew without saying.

      "He read me," she says.

      Helen says nothing.

      "He did. He read it properly. Not like—" She stops. "Not like boys. Not like comments. Not like people being nice because they're meant to. He actually saw what I was doing."

      Helen nods once.

      This is dangerous. Agreement is dangerous. Denial is dangerous. Everything is dangerous.

      "I know," Helen says carefully.

      "You don't."

      "No. Not the way you know."

      Ella looks at her again.

      The first tear comes then.

      It comes without permission and she is furious with it. She wipes it hard with the heel of her hand, too hard, the skin under her eye reddening immediately.

      "I'm not crying over a boy."

      "I know."

      "I'm not."

      "I know."

      "I don't even know him."

      Helen says nothing.

      "I don't know his name. I don't know what he looks like. I don't know his stupid voice. I don't know anything." Her voice breaks on anything. She hates this too. "I know what he writes. That's all. That's nothing."

      Helen says, "It isn't nothing."

      Ella stares at her.

      Helen holds the look.

      "It isn't," Helen says.

      The permission undoes her.

      Ella makes a sound.

      It is small and animal and humiliating and too young and exactly the sound Helen has been afraid of hearing since Thursday night. The sound comes from somewhere under the ribs, somewhere speech does not manage. Ella puts both hands over her mouth as if she can put it back.

      Helen stands.

      Ella says, "Don't."

      Helen stops.

      Ella says, "Don't hug me."

      Helen stays where she is.

      Ella's hands are still over her mouth.

      Through them, muffled, she says, "I made it for him and he left."

      There it is.

      The sentence enters the kitchen and takes the chair between them.

      Helen sits back down because standing is no longer possible.

      Ella lowers her hands.

      "I knew it was too much," she says. "I knew it was. I knew when I posted it. I thought — I thought he'd know what it was. I thought that was the whole point. That he would know and not make it cheap. That he would know how to read it."

      Helen's throat hurts.

      Ella goes on because stopping would mean feeling the whole thing at once.

      "And maybe he did read it. Maybe that's worse. Maybe he read it exactly right and decided no. Maybe he saw what it was and thought, actually no. Not that. Not you. Not this much."

      "No," Helen says.

      The word comes out before she has chosen it.

      Ella looks at her.

      Helen has to be careful now. She has to be very careful.

      "You don't know that," Helen says.

      "I do."

      "You don't."

      "He would have answered."

      Helen has no answer.

      That is the third terrible thing. Ella is right. On the evidence Ella has, she is right. The boy who has answered everything would have answered this if he could bear to. The absence has meaning because the presence had meaning. Helen cannot take that from her without lying badly.

      Ella sees the absence of an answer on Helen's face.

      "There," she says.

      Helen's eyes close for half a second.

      Ella pushes the mug away.

      "I feel sick."

      "I know."

      "No, I actually feel sick."

      "Do you want the bathroom?"

      Ella shakes her head.

      She is pale now. The grief has gone physical. It has entered the stomach, the throat, the palms. She wraps one arm around herself and presses the other hand flat against her breastbone, not dramatically, simply trying to hold the body in place.

      "I hate him," she says.

      Helen says nothing.

      "I hate him."

      "Yes."

      "I don't."

      "I know."

      "I want him to come back."

      The words are out before she can stop them.

      She looks horrified by herself.

      Helen's face does something then. Not visibly enough for Ella to understand. But something passes through it: pity, fear, recognition, the ancient mother-terror of not being able to remove the hook from the child's mouth without tearing more flesh.

      Ella whispers, "I want him to come back so badly."

      Helen reaches across the table.

      Not to hug. Not to take. Just to put her hand on the table near Ella's hand.

      Ella looks at the hand.

      For a moment she does not move.

      Then she puts two fingers on Helen's wrist.

      Not holding. Not quite.

      Enough.

      Helen keeps completely still.

      Ella cries properly then.

      The crying is ugly in the way real crying is ugly when the body has stopped caring about being seen. Her mouth opens. Her breath catches. She tries to breathe through it and cannot. She leans forward, not into Helen, not yet, but toward the table, toward the mug, toward the hand she is touching with two fingers as if the fingers are the only safe bridge left in the world.

      Helen lets her cry.

      She does not say shh. She does not say it's okay. She does not say he's not worth it. She does not say there'll be others. She does not say any of the stupid adult sentences that adults say because they cannot bear the size of a young person's first devastation.

      She knows this is first love.

      Not because of duration. Not because of reason. Not because of knowledge. First love is not first because it is accurate. It is first because it is the first time the self leaves the body and waits somewhere else to be returned.

      Ella had given something out.

      It had not come back.

      That is what Helen sees.

      That is what Helen will tell Greg, though she does not know yet that she will tell him. She will not be able not to. The scale of this will need another adult, and the only other adult who has a right to the scale of Ella's pain is the man who is also, though Helen does not know it, the cause of it.

      Ella cries until the crying changes shape.

      At first it is loss. Then humiliation. Then anger. Then loss again. Then exhaustion. The body moves through weather faster than language can follow. Helen sits with her hand on the table and Ella's two fingers on her wrist and does not move.

      Eventually Ella says, "I'm pathetic."

      "No."

      "I am."

      "No."

      "I don't even know him."

      Helen says, "You loved being seen."

      Ella goes still.

      The sentence has gone exactly where Helen hoped and feared it would go.

      Ella's fingers tighten on Helen's wrist.

      Helen waits.

      Ella says, "Yeah."

      It is almost not a word.

      Helen breathes in.

      Ella says, "I loved it."

      The shame in the sentence is unbearable.

      Helen cannot leave it there.

      "Of course you did."

      Ella looks at her.

      "Of course you did," Helen says again. "You made something true and someone saw it. Properly saw it. That matters."

      Ella's face crumples again, but differently this time.

      "He made me better," she says.

      Helen feels the words enter her.

      "He didn't make you better," she says, gently.

      Ella pulls her hand back.

      "He did."

      "No."

      "You don't know."

      "No," Helen says. "I know this. He didn't make you better. He helped you see what was already there."

      Ella shakes her head.

      The distinction is too adult, too neat, too impossible to receive from inside the wound.

      Helen lets it go.

      "Okay," she says.

      "He did," Ella says.

      "Okay."

      "And now I can't—" Ella stops.

      "What?"

      "I can't make anything."

      There it is. The deepest cut under the heartbreak.

      Helen had suspected it. She had seen the blankness, the quiet, the hidden page, the phone gone strange. But hearing it is different.

      "I tried," Ella says. "I tried the pear. I tried the mouth. I tried just lines. Nothing works. It's like he took—" She stops again, frightened by the size of the accusation. "It's like it only worked because he was there."

      "No," Helen says.

      Too fast.

      Ella hears the fear.

      "You don't know that."

      Helen says, more quietly, "No. I don't know it. But I don't believe it."

      Ella is crying again, but softly now. The tears are moving without the body's full participation. She looks exhausted. Younger. Hollowed.

      "I want it back," she says.

      "The work?"

      Ella closes her eyes.

      "Him."

      Helen cannot speak.

      Ella opens her eyes.

      "And the work."

      The two things sit there together.

      Him.

      And the work.

      Helen understands then, more fully than she has allowed herself to understand, that the boy and the work have become bound in her daughter's body. Not intellectually. Not romantically only. Creatively. The reader has become part of the making. The loss of the reader has interrupted the making. This is not a crush sitting beside the art. This is a crush inside the art's bloodstream.

      Helen feels, for the first time, anger.

      Not at Ella.

      At him.

      Whoever he is.

      Wherever he is.

      Whatever age he is.

      Whatever pain or reason or cowardice or thoughtfulness he believes explains his silence.

      Helen feels the anger arrive cleanly.

      Good, she thinks.

      Good.

      Anger is more useful than gratitude.

      Ella wipes her face.

      "Don't tell Dad."

      Helen looks at her.

      The sentence lands strangely.

      "Okay," Helen says, because the answer must come before the thought.

      "I mean it."

      "I won't."

      "He'll be weird."

      Helen almost laughs. Not because it is funny. Because the world is too cruel in its arrangements.

      "He would try," she says.

      "That's worse."

      "Yes," Helen says. "Often."

      Ella almost smiles.

      The almost-smile breaks Helen more than the crying.

      Ella stands.

      "I'm going upstairs."

      "Okay."

      "I'm not doing anything."

      "I didn't think you were."

      "You did."

      Helen does not answer.

      "I'm not," Ella says.

      "I believe you."

      Ella looks at her for a moment.

      Then she does something she has not done since she was fourteen.

      She comes around the table and leans into Helen.

      Not a full hug at first. More like collapse with direction. Helen catches her. Ella's head is against Helen's shoulder. Helen's arms close around her daughter carefully, then less carefully, then completely.

      Ella is taller than Helen remembers her being inside a hug. This happens to mothers. The child grows and the body keeps expecting the older shape. Helen holds the shape that is here now.

      Ella cries once more, briefly, into Helen's jumper.

      Then she pulls away.

      "Don't say anything nice."

      "I won't."

      "You're about to."

      "I am fighting it."

      "Good."

      Ella wipes her nose on her sleeve.

      "Gross," Helen says.

      "I'm grieving."

      "Use a tissue while grieving."

      Ella takes the tissue Helen offers from the box on the table.

      This, too, is life. The tissue. The nose. The terrible and ordinary body continuing in the middle of the impossible thing.

      Ella goes upstairs.

      Helen stays at the kitchen table.

      The mug is still there. The tea is cold. The spoon is in it. The skin has formed again at the edge.

      Helen does not open the laptop.

      Not immediately.

      She sits for several minutes with both hands flat on the table.

      Then she takes out her phone.

      She opens Greg's name.

      She does not type at first.

      She looks at the blank message field.

      The other adult.

      The father.

      The man who has missed too much and recently, somehow, has missed less.

      She types:

      Can you come round tonight? It's about Ella.

      She reads it.

      It is too calm.

      She deletes it.

      She types:

      Ella is in a bad way. I need you to come round.

      She reads that.

      Better.

      She sends it before she can make it gentler.

      Then she puts the phone face down on the table.

      Upstairs, Ella closes her bedroom door.

      In her room, the phone is still off. The page is still hidden. The blank sheet is still on the desk. She sits on the bed and presses the tissue in both hands until it becomes a small white knot.

      She has said it now.

      He's gone.

      I made it for him and he left.

      I want him to come back.

      The saying has not fixed anything.

      But the words are outside her body now, and for the first time in four days there is a little more room inside the body than there was before.

      Downstairs, Helen's phone vibrates.

      Greg.

      Helen looks at the screen.

      On the table beside the phone, the cold tea waits.

      Helen picks up.

      "Greg," she says.

      Her voice is calm.

      This is how he knows something is wrong.

    
  
    
      Chapter 29

      The Other Adult

      Greg arrives at eight twenty-seven. Helen knows the time because she has looked at the clock four times since sending the message and because time, once the message was sent, became the kind of thing that had to be watched.

      The house is quiet.

      Ella is upstairs. The door to her room is closed. The phone, Helen thinks, is still off, though she does not know this for certain. She knows only that no music has come through the ceiling for the last hour, no movement, no drawer, no chair-leg scrape across the floorboards. The room has been doing its silence.

      Helen has not gone back up.

      She has wanted to. Three times. Four. She has wanted to stand outside the door and say love, are you all right, love, I'm coming in, love, I don't know what to do with the size of this. She has not. There are moments when a closed door is a boundary and moments when it is a warning. Tonight it is both, and Helen has not yet decided which one has the stronger claim.

      So she has stayed in the kitchen.

      The cold tea is still on the table. The mug has formed a ring on the wood. Her laptop is closed. Greg's name is still at the top of the phone screen, the last message from him beneath hers.

      On my way.

      Two words.

      She had read them and felt relief and annoyance at the relief.

      Now he knocks.

      He does not use his key. He has not used his key in nine years because he does not have one. There was a key once. There are stories that belong to keys. This is not one of them anymore.

      Helen opens the door.

      Greg is on the step in the dark, coat collar turned up, hair damp from the fine rain that has been falling without committing itself all evening. He looks at her and then past her, into the hallway.

      "Is she okay?"

      "No."

      The answer is too fast and too plain, and she sees it land in him.

      "Right."

      "Come in."

      He steps inside.

      He takes his shoes off without being asked. This annoys Helen and touches her at the same time. He still knows the house. The body remembers rules long after the life has ended.

      "Is she upstairs?"

      "Yes."

      "Does she know I'm here?"

      "No."

      "Do you want me to—"

      "No."

      He stops.

      Helen closes the front door.

      For a moment they stand in the hallway like people who have both arrived at the wrong house. The lamp is on in the front room. The kitchen light is on behind Helen. Upstairs, nothing moves.

      Greg says, "What happened?"

      Helen looks at him.

      The question is innocent.

      This is what she tells herself. The question is innocent because Greg does not know. Greg has been summoned. Greg is the father. Greg is the other adult. Greg is not the boy.

      The boy is somewhere else. The boy is a screen-name and a blank profile and a set of comments that have been, until this week, a strange kindness in their daughter's life.

      The boy is not in the hallway.

      "Kitchen," Helen says.

      He follows her.

      The kitchen is too bright when they enter it. Helen has left both lights on, the ceiling light and the light over the cooker, and the room has the exposed quality of a room after crying. Nothing visible has changed. The mug is still on the table. The spoon is still in it. The chair Ella sat in is pushed back slightly from where she left it. The bowl from lunch is in the sink. A tissue is on the table, used, folded once and abandoned.

      Greg sees the tissue.

      Helen sees him see it.

      "Sit down," she says.

      He sits in the chair opposite the one Ella had used.

      Helen does not sit immediately. She goes to the kettle because the body has a set of actions it performs when the mind has too much material. She fills it. Switches it on. Gets two mugs down. Puts tea bags in them. She does all of this too loudly.

      Greg says nothing.

      When the kettle begins to boil, she turns around.

      "She's heartbroken," Helen says.

      Greg looks at her.

      The word enters the room and changes it.

      Heartbroken is not the word Helen had planned to use. She had planned to be more careful. Upset. In a state. Really not herself. But heartbroken is the word that has come, and now it is there, accurate and unforgiving.

      Greg's hands are on the table.

      They do not move.

      "Over Echo Boy," Helen says.

      Greg looks down.

      Only for a second.

      If Helen had been looking for guilt, she might have seen something. But she is not looking for guilt. She is looking for fatherhood. She sees a man receiving bad news about his daughter and looking down because bad news often makes people look down.

      "The online one," she says. "The boy. Or whatever he is."

      Greg nods.

      "She told you about him, didn't she?"

      "At lunch," he says. "A few weeks ago."

      "She told me you were the first person she'd told."

      Helen hears something in her own voice when she says this. A small hurt, old and new at once. She had not known that. Greg had known that before she did.

      Greg hears it too.

      "She didn't say much," he says.

      "No?"

      "She said there was someone online. Someone she was talking to, or not talking to exactly. She didn't say an account."

      Helen looks at him.

      "Not the account?"

      "No."

      "Not the posts?"

      "No."

      "Not the comments?"

      "No."

      The answers are almost too clean.

      Helen is tired and angry and full of her daughter's crying. She lets the cleanness pass because she has no reason not to.

      "She should have told me," Helen says.

      "She probably didn't know how."

      "No."

      The kettle clicks off behind her.

      Neither of them moves to pour the tea.

      Helen sits down.

      "I've been looking at it," she says.

      Greg is still.

      "At the account."

      "Right."

      "I found it weeks ago. I didn't say anything."

      He says nothing.

      "I let it happen," Helen says.

      Greg looks up sharply.

      "No."

      "Yes."

      "No, Helen."

      "I did. I watched it happen and I let it."

      "You didn't know."

      "I knew enough."

      "You knew she was happier."

      "That is not the same as knowing it was safe."

      Greg has no answer.

      Good, she thinks. Good. Don't have one.

      Helen reaches for the laptop.

      The movement changes the room.

      Greg watches her hand go to the lid.

      She opens it.

      The screen wakes too brightly. The account is still there because she has not closed the tab since last night. The grid appears first. Then the last post, large in the centre of the screen, where Helen had left it.

      The open figure.

      The three lines.

      Helen turns the laptop toward him.

      "You need to see it."

      Greg does not move.

      "Greg."

      He looks at the screen.

      Helen watches him watch.

      This is useful, she thinks. This is what fathers should have to see. Not the abstract version. Not my daughter is upset. Not there is a boy. This. The thing she gave. The thing he left unanswered.

      Greg's face does not know what to do.

      Helen reads the confusion as shock.

      The image sits between them.

      The figure is seated cross-legged, hair down, body open but not naked, not performing, not asking in any ordinary way and yet asking in every possible way. The green in the hollows. The coffee-shadow. The ballpoint line. The whole page warmer than the kitchen.

      Greg looks at the drawing as if the drawing has reached across the table and touched his throat.

      Then his eyes move down.

      Helen does not read the poem aloud. She lets him find it.

      I have been making things for the room. I have been making things for the page. I am making this for you.

      Greg reads it.

      Helen knows he has read it because his hand changes on the table.

      He reads it again.

      She knows that too.

      "Christ," he says.

      It is not a performance. That is the problem. It is the truest thing he has said since he arrived.

      Helen leans back.

      "Yes."

      Greg does not look away from the screen.

      Helen says, "She made that for him."

      His mouth tightens.

      "She made it for the person who has been reading her for weeks. The person who has been under every piece that mattered, saying the right thing at exactly the right time. And then when she writes that — when she gives him that — he disappears."

      Greg's eyes close.

      Just once.

      Helen sees this and misreads it as a father hearing what his daughter has given away.

      "I know," she says. "I know."

      Greg opens his eyes.

      Helen's anger, which had been clean in the kitchen after Ella went upstairs, returns. It comes in warmer now. More human. It has a face to speak near, even if not the right one.

      "And he didn't answer."

      Greg says nothing.

      "He has answered everything. Everything that mattered. For weeks. He has put himself under her work like—" She stops. The image is wrong and right. "Like a hand. Like scaffolding. God, I don't know. I hated how much I was grateful to him."

      Greg's mouth moves slightly.

      No sound comes.

      Helen goes on.

      "I was grateful. I was. I sat here like an idiot and read those comments and thought thank you. Thank you, whoever you are. Because she was eating. She was sleeping. She was making things. She was laughing again."

      Her voice breaks slightly on laughing. This infuriates her.

      She pushes through it.

      "And then she makes the truest thing she has made, or the bravest, or whatever word she would use, and he vanishes."

      Greg's hands close.

      Helen looks at them.

      "He might not have—" Greg says.

      "No."

      The word cuts him off.

      Helen surprises herself with it.

      "No," she says again. "Don't."

      Greg is silent.

      "Don't do that adult thing where we make little reasonable spaces for people who have done something cruel because the alternative is too ugly to look at."

      Greg takes the sentence.

      Helen can see him take it.

      "He saw it," she says. "She knows he saw it. I don't know how she knows, but she does, and I believe her. He saw it and he didn't come."

      Greg's eyes move back to the screen.

      Helen leans forward.

      "She said, I made it for him and he left."

      Greg looks as if something has struck him.

      There it is, Helen thinks. There is the father.

      She is glad to see it.

      She also hates that she is glad, because it is not enough.

      "She said that?"

      "Yes."

      Helen's voice is lower now.

      "She was sitting where you're sitting. One sock on. She'd forgotten the other one. She was holding that mug and not drinking from it. And she said, I made it for him and he left."

      Greg puts one hand over his mouth.

      For a second Helen sees, not the father of her child, but the boy he had been in 2007 at the piano in the bar that no longer exists, the boy who had played with his whole body and then looked embarrassed when she said something good about it. The memory arrives uninvited and is obscene tonight.

      She pushes it away.

      "I could kill him," she says.

      Greg's hand stays at his mouth.

      "I mean that," Helen says. "Not literally. Obviously. But I could. I could find him and shake him until his teeth hit each other."

      Greg lowers his hand.

      "Helen."

      "No. Let me hate him."

      He nods once.

      The nod costs him something. Helen thinks it costs him the decent father's discomfort at another man hurting his daughter.

      It costs him more.

      Helen reaches across and turns the laptop slightly back toward herself, not fully. The post remains visible between them, angled now, belonging to neither of them.

      "She wants him back," she says.

      Greg's whole body stills.

      Helen sees it as the stillness of a father hearing the word wants attached to his daughter and a boy.

      "She said that too," Helen says.

      Greg's voice is barely there.

      "What exactly?"

      Helen hesitates. She does not want to give the sentence to him. It feels like Ella's. But he is her father. He has come. He needs to know.

      "She said, I want him to come back so badly."

      Greg looks away.

      The room holds him in the looking away.

      Helen says, "I hate that. I hate him for making that true. I hate that she wants someone who has hurt her to come back and fix the hurt. I hate that this is how these things work. I hate that she is seventeen and already learning the stupid oldest lesson in the world."

      Greg says, "Maybe he panicked."

      Helen laughs.

      It is not a kind laugh.

      "Good."

      Greg looks at her.

      "Good," Helen says. "Let him panic. Let him have the smallest possible taste of what he has handed to her. I hope he feels sick. I hope he is sitting somewhere right now feeling sick."

      Greg's face loses colour.

      Helen sees it.

      For a moment something almost gathers.

      A question.

      A tiny one.

      Then it passes, because of course Greg is pale. This is their daughter. This is a man being told that his daughter has been hurt by another man. Pale is allowed. Sick is allowed. Silence is allowed.

      Greg reaches for the mug.

      His hand is not steady.

      He does not drink. He only holds it.

      Helen watches the tea move slightly near the rim.

      "She said she can't make anything," Helen says.

      Greg's hand tightens around the mug.

      "That's the worst of it," Helen says. "Or not the worst. I don't know. There are too many worsts. But that's the one that frightens me."

      Greg looks at her.

      "She thinks the work only worked because he was there."

      "No," Greg says.

      The word comes out with too much force.

      Helen blinks.

      Greg hears it too.

      He looks down.

      "No," he says again, quieter. "That isn't true."

      "I know it isn't true."

      "She can make without him."

      "Can she?"

      "Yes."

      "I know that as a principle. I am asking as a mother watching her child lie upstairs with her phone turned off and her work hidden under the bed."

      Greg closes his eyes again.

      Helen says, "Sorry. I'm not trying to make you feel worse."

      He opens them.

      "You should."

      "What?"

      "Make me feel worse."

      Helen looks at him.

      Greg realises what he has said.

      "I mean," he says, "I'm her father. I should know how bad it is."

      Helen studies him.

      There is something wrong in the sentence. Not the meaning. The meaning is fine. The meaning is almost noble. But the sentence has come from the wrong depth.

      Helen is tired.

      She files it somewhere without opening it.

      "She doesn't want me to tell you," she says.

      Greg's face changes again.

      "She said that?"

      "Yes."

      "Why did you?"

      "Because I am not doing this alone."

      He nods.

      "And because you're her father."

      The words sit between them.

      Greg looks down at his hands.

      "I know," he says.

      Helen almost says, do you?

      She does not.

      It would be an old argument, and this is not the night for old arguments. Or perhaps it is exactly the night for old arguments, which is why she avoids them.

      "She said you'd be weird," Helen says.

      Greg lets out something that is almost a laugh and absolutely not one.

      "She's not wrong."

      "No."

      For one second, they are nearly what they used to be when Ella had done something impossible at three years old and they had stood in the kitchen together, exhausted and amused and defeated by love.

      The second passes.

      Helen says, "I need you to be careful with her."

      "Yes."

      "Not big. Not father-of-the-year. Not questions. Not solutions. She will smell solutions on you and leave the room."

      "I know."

      "Do you?"

      He nods.

      "I think so."

      Helen believes him and does not believe him.

      "She doesn't need a lecture about online safety."

      "No."

      "She doesn't need you to tell her he wasn't real."

      Greg flinches.

      Helen sees it as objection.

      "Don't," she says. "Don't tell her that. Whatever else he is, he was real to her."

      Greg looks at her.

      His face is terrible now.

      Helen mistakes this too.

      "He was real," she says again. "I hate him, but he was real. That's the problem."

      Greg whispers, "Yes."

      The yes is too full.

      Helen hears the fullness.

      This time she does not file it. She keeps it in her hand for a second.

      "Greg?"

      He looks at her.

      "What?"

      She does not know what she was going to ask.

      The moment opens.

      Above them, a floorboard creaks.

      Both of them look up.

      Ella is moving.

      The movement is small. A step, perhaps. The bed. A drawer. Then nothing.

      The moment closes.

      Helen stands.

      "I should check."

      "No," Greg says.

      Helen turns back.

      He has said it too quickly.

      He hears that too.

      "I mean," he says, "you said she asked not now. Maybe give her a bit longer."

      Helen is still looking at him.

      Greg holds her gaze.

      This time, because he is right, or because he is close enough to right, she lets it go.

      "She'll come down if she wants me," Helen says.

      "She knows you're here."

      "Yes."

      The sentence has two meanings and neither of them notices the second one at the same time.

      Greg stands.

      "I should go."

      Helen is surprised.

      "You've just got here."

      "I know."

      "Greg."

      "I'm not useful tonight."

      "That may be true, but it's not the point."

      He almost smiles. Fails.

      "I'll call tomorrow."

      "She might need you tomorrow."

      "Yes."

      "She might not answer."

      "I know."

      "Try anyway."

      "I will."

      Helen walks him to the hall.

      At the door, he pauses.

      He looks up the stairs.

      For a second, Helen thinks he is going to ask to see her.

      He does not.

      "Tell her I love her," he says.

      "I will."

      "No," he says. "Don't. Not like that. Just — if it comes up."

      Helen's patience snaps.

      "She knows you love her, Greg. She needs you to be less frightened of loving her badly."

      He takes that.

      He stands in the doorway with the wet dark behind him and takes it.

      "You're right," he says.

      This is so unlike him in that moment that Helen has nothing to do with it.

      He steps outside.

      "Call me," she says.

      "I will."

      "And Greg?"

      He turns.

      Helen's face is hard now.

      "If you ever find out who he is before I do, you tell me."

      The sentence enters him.

      He does not answer quickly enough.

      Helen feels the delay.

      Then he says, "Yes."

      The yes is wrong.

      Not false exactly.

      Wrong.

      But the rain is on his coat and Ella is upstairs and Helen is tired and full of anger and there are too many things in the night to make one small wrong yes into the centre of it.

      So she nods.

      He walks down the path.

      She closes the door.

      Outside, Greg stands on the pavement for a moment before moving.

      He cannot breathe properly.

      He walks home through the rain.

      He does not go to the off-licence.

      He does not need to.

      There is wine in the flat.

      The whole walk home, Helen's sentences move with him.

      I could kill him.

      She made it for him and he left.

      She wants him to come back so badly.

      Whatever else he is, he was real to her.

      If you ever find out who he is before I do, you tell me.

      By the time he reaches his building, the rain has worked through the collar of his coat and into the back of his shirt.

      He lets himself in.

      The flat is dark.

      He does not turn on the hall light.

      He goes to the kitchen.

      The laptop is on the table.

      He stands in front of it for a long time.

      Then he opens it.

      The screen lights his face.

      The account is still open.

      The last post is still there.

      The open figure.

      The three lines.

      No answer beneath it.

      Greg sits.

      For a while he does not touch the keyboard.

      Then he clicks into the comment field.

      The cursor blinks.

      He puts his hands above the keys.

      He takes them away.

      He stands. Goes to the wine. Opens the bottle. Pours. Drinks half the glass standing at the counter.

      He comes back.

      The cursor is still blinking.

      He hears Helen's voice.

      Let him panic.

      He hears Ella's, though he was not there to hear it.

      I made it for him and he left.

      His hands go to the keys.

      He types one word.

      No.

      He deletes it.

      He types another.

      Here.

      He deletes that too.

      The cursor blinks.

      The flat is silent around him.

      Up the hill, in her room, Ella is awake.

      Helen is downstairs with her hand on the closed laptop, not opening it, not yet.

      Greg sits in the blue light.

      The cursor blinks.

    
  
    
      Chapter 30

      The Boy Who Was Not Him

      Jamie sees the post on Sunday night. This is not true, exactly. He saw it before Sunday night. Everyone saw it before Sunday night. The post had arrived on Wednesday and had moved through the school by Thursday morning in the silent way things move through schools when everyone understands, without being told, that they are not supposed to talk about the thing in the usual voice.

      Jamie had seen it on Thursday.

      He had seen the figure. The open posture. The hair. The green in the hollows. The poem beneath.

      I have been making things for the room. I have been making things for the page. I am making this for you.

      He had read the last line once and closed the app.

      Then he had opened it again three minutes later and read it twice more.

      Then he had put the phone under the pillow because the phone had become a thing he did not know where to put.

      So, no, Sunday night is not when he sees the post.

      Sunday night is when he sees the absence.

      He is in his room at the top of the house, where the roof slopes over the bed and the radiator makes a noise like someone very small trying to escape from inside the wall. His guitar is on his lap. The loop pedal is on the floor. One sock is on the desk. He does not know why one sock is on the desk. The room is sixteen in the way rooms are sixteen when the person living in them is almost seventeen and pretending not to notice the difference.

      His mother has called up twice.

      The first time: "Homework?"

      He said, "Yeah."

      The second time: "Actual homework?"

      He said, "Music."

      She said, "That is not what actual means."

      He said, "It is literally one of my A-levels."

      She said, "Don't literally me."

      He said, "Sorry."

      She went away.

      Now the house is quiet except for the television downstairs and the radiator and the small electric hum of the amp. The guitar is not plugged in because he has not actually played anything for ten minutes. He is sitting with the phone in his right hand and the guitar going slightly out of tune across his thighs.

      The account is open.

      amouthfulofcherries.

      The last post.

      The figure.

      The poem.

      The comments.

      Naila. Theo. Marcus. Someone from Hove. A girl in Year 12 Jamie knows by face and not by name. A handful of hearts. Some things deleted, probably, because the thread has that slightly cleaned feeling threads get when people have been guarding them.

      No ech.o.boy.

      Jamie looks at the white space beneath the comments.

      The white space is not empty. This is the problem. The white space has become the largest thing on the screen. It has weight. It has posture. It is doing something to the post that a comment could not have done.

      He scrolls up.

      I am making this for you.

      He scrolls down.

      No ech.o.boy.

      Something in him moves.

      The first version of the feeling is relief.

      He hates himself before the feeling has finished arriving.

      The relief is there anyway.

      Small. Shameful. Alive.

      Echo Boy has not come.

      The person she made it for has not answered.

      The boy who has been under her work for weeks, writing like he was made of candlelight and old books and whatever else girls liked in people who were not actually standing in front of them by the lockers, has not answered.

      Jamie puts the phone face down on the bed.

      He picks up the guitar.

      The first chord is wrong.

      He plays it anyway.

      The wrongness is useful for two seconds and then not useful. He changes shape. Finds the second chord. Lets the third come. His hands go where they have been going all autumn, which is annoying because his hands are supposed to be his hands and not Mr Martin's hands and not the hands of whatever has been happening to Mr Martin since September.

      The phrase arrives.

      First three bars.

      Then the fourth.

      His fourth.

      Except it has not felt like his for weeks.

      He stops.

      The room keeps the last note for less than a second and then drops it.

      Jamie looks at the guitar.

      "Don't," he says to it.

      The guitar says nothing because the guitar is, in this respect, wiser than him.

      He picks up the phone again.

      The post is still there.

      He clicks into the comment field.

      This is a stupid thing to do. He knows this while doing it. There are categories of stupidity, and this is not the ordinary kind where you say something in a group chat and Marcus screenshots it for future court proceedings. This is a larger and more delicate stupidity. The kind that could alter the way people look at you in corridors.

      He types:

      this is beautiful

      He looks at the words.

      They are true.

      This is the first problem.

      The second problem is that they are useless.

      This is beautiful is what people write when they have nothing to risk. It is what you write beneath someone's holiday photograph or a drawing of an owl or a girl's new haircut when you want to be nice and not implicated. The post does not need nice. The post is not asking for beautiful. The post has already gone past beautiful and is sitting somewhere else, in a place Jamie can see but cannot enter without taking all his skin off.

      He deletes it.

      He types:

      you don't need him to answer

      He stares at it.

      His heart changes speed.

      That is closer.

      Too close.

      Also insane. You cannot write you don't need him to answer beneath a girl's public art post when you are Jamie from Mr Martin's music class and the girl is Ella and her friends are Naila and Theo and Marcus and they will all see it and understand immediately that you have been reading the absence like everyone else, except worse because you have made the absence into something you think you can speak to.

      He deletes it.

      He types:

      are you okay?

      He deletes that fastest of all.

      Because the answer is no, obviously.

      Because asking publicly would be a performance of care.

      Because asking privately would be worse.

      Because he does not have a private place to ask her from. He does not have the right shape. He is not Naila. He is not Theo. He is not Marcus. He is Jamie, who once said "nice one" to her outside the art block because she dropped a folder and he picked it up, which is not the foundation for are you okay?

      He is also Jamie, who told Mr Martin about the account.

      The thought comes and sits on his chest.

      He has been avoiding this thought for weeks because the thought makes everything worse. He had not meant anything by it. That is true. He had not said it like a betrayal. He had said it because Mr Martin had asked what people were listening to or reading or looking at and Jamie had said there was this account, this girl's art account, and it was mad, sir, not mad in a bad way, actually good, like proper good, and Mr Martin had gone very still in that strange Mr Martin way and asked what it was called.

      Jamie had told him.

      Why had he told him?

      Because he wanted Mr Martin to know he knew about good things.

      Because he wanted to be the boy who brought something alive into the room.

      Because maybe, if he is being honest, which he is not often in the privacy of his own head because honesty is embarrassing and usually badly dressed, he wanted an adult he admired to admire the thing he had found.

      The thing he had found was Ella.

      Not Ella.

      Her work.

      That was the point.

      That had to be the point.

      He opens the post again.

      I am making this for you.

      Not for Jamie.

      For Echo Boy.

      The relief returns, meaner this time.

      Maybe Echo Boy is gone. Maybe Echo Boy is not a genius or a saint or whatever people had been making him into. Maybe he is just some sixth-form poet boy from somewhere else who writes in bursts and then disappears when the girl becomes real.

      Jamie dislikes him.

      This is easier than the other feeling.

      He dislikes Echo Boy for being everywhere and nowhere. For having no face. For never having to decide where to put his hands when Ella walks past. For being able to write under her work with the confidence of someone who does not have to see her at school on Monday.

      Echo Boy can say things because Echo Boy is not there.

      Jamie is there.

      That is the problem with being real.

      He puts the phone down and plugs the guitar in.

      The amp clicks.

      He plays the first three bars of the phrase.

      Stops.

      The fourth bar waits.

      He refuses it.

      He plays a different fourth bar.

      Too clever.

      Again.

      This time the fourth bar comes simple.

      Almost too simple. A small lift, then a fall, then a held note that does not resolve in the way the old fourth bar resolved. It leaves something open. It does not complete the phrase. It lets the phrase stand there with its hands empty.

      Jamie plays it again.

      It is better.

      He records it into the loop pedal.

      The loop comes back slightly uneven because his timing is off. He plays over it anyway. A second guitar line, higher up the neck. Then his voice, not words yet, only sound. The sound goes nowhere. He stops the loop.

      Silence.

      He picks up the phone.

      The post again.

      No ech.o.boy.

      He types into the comment field, not because he is going to post, but because the comment field is the only place the words want to appear.

      you don't need him to answer for it to be true

      He looks at it.

      There.

      That is it.

      That is the thing.

      He feels, for one bright and terrible second, that he might post it.

      The second opens.

      In it, a whole version of himself appears. A Jamie who posts the line. A Jamie who stands inside the risk of having seen. A Jamie who lets Ella know that someone else has understood, not in the Echo Boy way, not in the candlelight way, but in a real way, from a real boy with a messy room and a guitar that will not stay in tune and an actual face that can go red in actual corridors.

      He sees that Jamie.

      He almost likes him.

      Then the second closes.

      Because Naila will see it.

      Theo will see it.

      Marcus will see it and know too much.

      Ella will see it.

      Ella will know Jamie has been looking.

      Mr Martin might see it.

      The thought of Mr Martin seeing it is stranger than it should be. Mr Martin, who knows the account. Mr Martin, who had gone still when Jamie said the name. Mr Martin, who has been playing the phrase at the piano all autumn as if the phrase had found him in his sleep.

      Jamie does not know why this matters.

      It matters.

      He deletes the comment.

      The field goes blank.

      He puts the phone down and presses both hands over his face.

      For a minute, he sits like that.

      Then he laughs once into his palms because the whole thing is ridiculous. He is jealous of a person with no face. He is jealous of a username. He is sitting in his bedroom on a Sunday night with one sock on the desk, writing comments he will never post beneath a girl's art account because the person the art was made for has failed to appear and somehow Jamie is not even brave enough to be second choice to an absence.

      He takes his hands away, alone his bedroom with nothing but the radiator ticking to answer him.

      He picks up the guitar.

      Plays the new fourth bar.

      Again.

      The phrase does not resolve.

      Good.

      At ten thirty, his mother knocks once and opens the door halfway without waiting because she is his mother and believes knocking is more of a notification than a request.

      "Sleep at some point."

      "Yeah."

      "That's good?"

      "What?"

      "What you're playing."

      He looks down at the guitar.

      "I don't know."

      She listens for a second.

      "It sounds like not knowing."

      "Mum."

      "What?"

      "That's annoying."

      "Accurate though."

      He smiles despite himself.

      She smiles back and closes the door.

      He waits until her footsteps go downstairs.

      Then he opens Notes.

      This feels safer because Notes is not public and therefore cannot ruin his life before breakfast.

      He types:

      you don't need him to answer for it to be true

      He looks at the line.

      Then he types under it:

      but someone should answer

      He looks at both lines.

      His throat hurts, which is unnecessary.

      He locks the phone.

      In the dark, the line remains where lines remain when they have been written somewhere private.

      But someone should answer.

    
  
    
      Chapter 31

      The Gift is Received

      Greg posts at 1.13 in the morning. He has been at the kitchen table since midnight and not at the kitchen table since midnight, because some part of him is still in Helen's kitchen, sitting opposite the open laptop with the post turned towards him and Helen saying the sentences he has carried home in the rain.

      I could kill him.

      She made it for him and he left.

      She wants him to come back so badly.

      Whatever else he is, he was real to her.

      He has heard each sentence several times since coming home. Not remembered. Heard. The sentences have not become memory yet. They are still sound.

      The laptop is open.

      The account is open.

      The post is there.

      The open figure. The three lines. The absence beneath them.

      The cursor blinks in the comment field.

      He has typed and deleted for nearly an hour.

      The first drafts were apologies.

      He knew enough not to post those.

      I am sorry would be too much and not enough. It would admit guilt without naming the crime. It would ask her to forgive a person she did not know she was forgiving. It would make the wound his and require her to tend it.

      He deleted I am sorry.

      He typed other things.

      The reader did not leave.

      Delete.

      The reader was afraid.

      Delete.

      The thing you made reached me and I did not know how to stand in the room with it.

      Delete.

      The gift was received.

      Delete.

      He stood after that one and went to the sink and poured the rest of the wine away.

      This was theatrical. He knew it was theatrical while doing it. The bottle was nearly empty anyway. The liquid moved red through the metal drain and left a stain on the steel that looked, for one second, like something trying to become a mouth.

      He rinsed the sink.

      He came back to the table.

      The cursor was still there.

      The cursor is patient in the way machines are patient, which is to say without mercy.

      He sits.

      The flat is dark except for the screen. The piano in the front room is closed. He has not touched it since coming home. The phrase is somewhere in the room, but not in his hands. The fourth bar is somewhere else. Jamie's bar. Jamie's answer. Jamie's youth. Jamie, who can stand in a corridor with a guitar case and be seen wanting the wrong thing in the right century of his life.

      Greg looks at the post.

      He reads the three lines again.

      I have been making things for the room.

      I have been making things for the page.

      I am making this for you.

      He places his hands on the keyboard.

      He writes:

      I saw it.

      He stops.

      The two words sit in the field.

      They are true.

      This is the danger.

      He has written many true things beneath her work. That has been the problem from the beginning. The wrongness of the thing has not been that he lied. The wrongness has been that he told the truth from a place where he had no right to stand.

      He writes the next line.

      Some gifts are too true to touch quickly.

      He reads it.

      It is worse than a lie because it is beautiful enough to excuse him.

      He almost deletes it.

      He does not.

      The third line comes before he can decide what to do with the second.

      This one changed the room.

      He sits with the three lines.

      I saw it.

      Some gifts are too true to touch quickly.

      This one changed the room.

      The response is not enough. The response is too much. The response is a hand reaching back across a distance he had created because the distance had done what distances do. It had hurt the person on the other side.

      He thinks of Helen saying, Let him panic.

      He is panicking.

      He thinks of Ella saying, although he was not there to hear it, I want him to come back so badly.

      He is coming back.

      The knowledge of that should stop him.

      It does not.

      His finger goes to Post.

      He waits.

      This is the last moment in which Echo Boy has not returned.

      He knows this.

      He lets the moment exist.

      Then he posts.

      The comment appears beneath the open figure.

      The thread changes.

      He stares at it.

      There it is. The three lines under her three lines. The answer under the gift. The hand back on the rail. The voice back in the room.

      He expects relief.

      Relief comes.

      It is immediate and physical and disgusting. His body loosens before his mind can condemn it. His shoulders drop. The tightness behind his ribs moves. He breathes in properly for the first time since Helen opened the laptop.

      Then the disgust arrives.

      Also immediate. Also physical.

      He pushes the chair back so hard it hits the wall.

      He stands.

      The laptop remains open.

      The comment remains posted.

      He cannot un-post it.

      This is not true, technically. There is a small menu. There is always a small menu. He could delete the comment in three clicks. He could remove it from the thread before anyone saw it. He could make the return not have happened.

      He does not.

      He stands in the kitchen with the chair behind him and the laptop open and the comment sitting in the world.

      Then the first notification comes.

      A like.

      Not Ella.

      Naila.

      He watches the name appear and vanish on the edge of the screen.

      Naila has seen it.

      This means the comment is no longer his to take back.

      This is cowardice, and he knows it.

      He closes the laptop.

      He does not go to bed.

      He goes to the front room and sits at the piano with the lid closed.

      He has written himself back into her room.

      —

      At 1.21, in a room up the hill, Naila is awake.

      She is awake because she has been awake most nights since the post went up, though she has been pretending to Theo and Marcus that she is sleeping. Her phone is on her pillow. The account is open. Her thumb has refreshed the post so many times over the last four days that the motion has become separate from intention.

      She sees the comment arrive.

      For a second she does not understand that it is new.

      Then she reads the username.

      ech.o.boy.

      Her whole body goes cold.

      She reads the comment.

      I saw it.

      Some gifts are too true to touch quickly.

      This one changed the room.

      "Oh my God," she says.

      The room does not answer.

      She reads it again.

      Her first feeling is relief so large it is almost anger.

      He came back.

      Her second feeling is anger so large it is almost relief.

      He came back now.

      She sits up.

      She opens the group chat.

      Naila: he came back.

      Then, because the sentence is too small for the size of what has happened:

      Naila: HE CAME BACK

      Theo reads it within thirty seconds.

      Theo: what

      Naila: look

      Theo does not reply for two minutes.

      Naila watches the typing bubble appear and disappear twice.

      Theo: jesus

      Marcus is slower because Marcus is asleep, or had been asleep, or had been pretending to sleep while looking at something stupid on his phone. His reply arrives seven minutes later.

      Marcus: what did he say

      Naila: just look

      Marcus: i am looking

      Marcus: oh mate

      Marcus: oh els

      Theo: do we wake her?

      Naila stares at that.

      Ella's phone is off. Or had been off. Ella has removed Instagram twice and reinstalled it once and then turned the phone off again, according to the report Naila has pieced together from Helen's careful messages and Theo's instincts and the fact Ella has not read anything in the chat since Friday.

      Naila types:

      no

      Deletes it.

      Types:

      I don't know

      Deletes that too.

      Then writes:

      wait

      Theo: wait for what?

      Naila does not know.

      She looks at the comment again.

      I saw it.

      The sentence is the sentence Ella needed.

      Naila knows this and hates him for knowing it too.

      At 1.34, Theo writes:

      he knew exactly what to say

      Marcus writes:

      yeah

      Then:

      that's the problem isn't it

      No one replies.

      —

      At 1.46, Ella wakes.

      Not because of the phone.

      The phone is off on the desk. It has been off since ten. It is a black rectangle in the dark, useless and safe. It has not vibrated. It has not lit. It has not brought anything into the room.

      She wakes because the body wakes when it has been waiting too long.

      The room is dark. The curtain is not fully closed and the streetlight has made a thin orange stripe on the wall. The radiator is off. The room is cold. Her throat hurts, either from crying or from not crying enough. She does not know which.

      For a moment she does not remember.

      Then she does.

      The remembering no longer arrives like impact. It arrives like weather. Existing before she opens her eyes.

      He is gone.

      The sentence sits where the morning had sat before.

      She turns onto her back.

      The ceiling is the ceiling.

      She hates the ceiling for continuing.

      She thinks of the phone. Off. Safe. Dead. She has made herself unreachable. This was practical. This was necessary. This was the beginning of dignity, possibly. Or the beginning of becoming a person who does not kneel in front of a screen waiting to be chosen.

      The phone is across the room.

      It would be easy not to move.

      It would be better not to move.

      She gets out of bed.

      The cold reaches her feet first. Then her knees. Then the rest of her. She crosses the room, picks up the phone, and holds the side button down until the apple appears.

      The phone takes too long.

      It always takes too long when something is waiting inside it.

      She stands in the dark while the phone returns to itself.

      The home screen appears.

      No notifications yet because the phone has been off and has not remembered the world. Then it begins. One. Then another. Then several, arriving at once, stacking, rearranging, deciding what order her life should be handed back to her in.

      Naila.

      Theo.

      Marcus.

      Instagram.

      She stops breathing.

      ech.o.boy commented on your post.

      She reads the notification on the lock screen.

      She does not open it.

      Not immediately.

      The body has learned something from the silence. The body has learned that wanting can become injury in under a second. It does not step forward as quickly as it did before.

      She sits on the edge of the bed.

      The phone lights her hands.

      ech.o.boy commented on your post.

      He came back.

      No.

      Not he came back.

      He commented.

      These are not the same.

      She is trying to be careful. Some new part of her, grown in the last four days, is standing slightly behind the joy with one hand out.

      She opens the app.

      The post appears.

      The figure.

      The poem.

      The comments.

      And there, beneath the others, beneath the careful friends and the useless hearts and the small kindnesses that did not save her, the comment.

      I saw it.

      Some gifts are too true to touch quickly.

      This one changed the room.

      She reads the first line.

      I saw it.

      The room tilts.

      She reads the second.

      Some gifts are too true to touch quickly.

      Her hand goes to her mouth.

      She reads the third.

      This one changed the room.

      She makes no sound.

      For a moment, nothing in her understands how to be in the body.

      Then everything returns at once.

      The blood. The throat. The ribs. The skin. The stupid heart, which had been lying still and pretending it could become smaller, begins again. Not gently. It kicks.

      He saw it.

      He saw it and did not leave.

      No.

      He left and came back.

      No.

      He was there differently.

      The distinctions fail.

      The joy does not care about distinctions.

      It moves through her before she can stop it, bright and violent and humiliating. She bends forward over the phone as if the body has been struck. Her hair falls around the screen. She reads the comment again through the curtain of it.

      I saw it.

      The sentence enters the part of her that had been saying he saw and left and changes the punctuation.

      He saw.

      He could not answer quickly.

      The gift was too true.

      The room changed.

      This is what the comment gives her. An arrangement in which the pain of the last four days can become meaningful. Not rejection. Not abandonment. Not too much. Not her having misread the dance.

      A changed room.

      She is crying before she knows she is crying.

      Not the kitchen crying. Not the ugly first-love body breaking crying. This is quieter and stranger. Tears moving while the mouth smiles and does not want to smile and smiles anyway. The body does not ask permission. The body has been underwater and has found air.

      She stands.

      Sits.

      Stands again.

      She does not know what to do with herself.

      She opens the group chat.

      Naila has written:

      wait

      Theo:

      els if you see this call us

      Marcus:

      or don't call us but like we are awake

      Naila:

      I love you

      Ella looks at the messages.

      She cannot answer them yet.

      The answer is not for them.

      This thought should worry her.

      It does not.

      She goes back to the post.

      She reads the comment again.

      The morning, which had not continued, begins again in the dark before morning.

      —

      At 1.58, Helen wakes because she hears something through the ceiling.

      Not crying.

      Movement.

      A chair, perhaps. A foot on the floor. The small human noise of a room occupied by someone who has returned to herself enough to make sound.

      Helen lies still.

      The house is dark.

      For one second, before consciousness arranges itself properly, she thinks Ella has come downstairs.

      Then she hears another movement above her. A drawer. The desk chair.

      Helen sits up.

      She does not know what has happened.

      She does know something has happened.

      The mother-body receives it before the mother-mind.

      She gets out of bed. Puts on the cardigan from the chair. Opens her door. The hallway is dark except for the small plug-in light near the bathroom.

      Under Ella's door there is a line of light.

      The desk lamp.

      Helen stands in the hallway and looks at it.

      The line of light had not been there for days.

      She walks to the door.

      Does not knock.

      Not yet.

      She stands and listens.

      A sound from inside.

      Not speech. Not music. Paper.

      The sound of paper moving.

      Helen closes her eyes.

      Relief arrives first.

      It is so sudden and so large she almost has to put a hand on the wall.

      Then fear comes.

      Not new fear. The same fear she has been carrying since September. The fear is awake again.

      She goes downstairs.

      In the kitchen, she opens the laptop.

      She tells herself she is only checking.

      She is only checking because something has changed and she needs to know what changed because she is the mother and the mother is allowed to know the thing that enters the house at two in the morning and turns the desk lamp back on.

      The account is open.

      The post loads.

      She sees the comment immediately.

      ech.o.boy.

      I saw it.

      Some gifts are too true to touch quickly.

      This one changed the room.

      Helen reads it.

      The fear that has been with her for weeks finds the sentence it has been waiting for.

      The boy has come back.

      The thought arrives first.

      Thank God.

      Then the second thought.

      You bastard.

      She sits down.

      The kitchen is dark except for the laptop. The same kitchen where Ella had cried. The same table. The same place where Greg had sat and looked at the post and gone pale and said maybe he panicked.

      Maybe he panicked.

      Helen reads the comment again.

      I saw it.

      So he had seen it.

      Ella was right.

      Helen's anger returns, but it is not the same anger as Sunday afternoon. This anger has information in it. He had seen it. He had let her suffer. Then he had come back with the exact sentence that would lift her.

      Helen has been calling him too good at getting close since September. Tonight she has the evidence in the most precise form he has ever produced it.

      Upstairs, a drawer closes.

      Ella is moving.

      Alive.

      The relief comes again and almost wins.

      Almost.

      Helen sits in the laptop light and reads the comment a third time.

      Some gifts are too true to touch quickly.

      She hates the beauty of it.

      —

      At 2.11, in his flat, Greg is still sitting at the piano.

      The lid is closed.

      His phone is on the arm of the sofa.

      He has not opened Instagram since closing the laptop. He knows the comment has been seen because the first notification came before he shut it. Naila. Then another. Then several more. The phone has vibrated across the room, each vibration a small report from the world he has re-entered.

      He does not look.

      He sits at the piano with the lid closed and his hands resting on the wood where the keys would be if the instrument were open.

      The phrase is not playing in his head.

      This is new.

      There is no phrase.

      There is only the comment.

      I saw it.

      He has written himself back into her room.

      This is the fact.

      Not the poem. Not the room changed. Not gifts too true. Those are arrangements. The fact is simpler and worse.

      He has written himself back into her room.

      His phone vibrates again.

      He looks at it.

      The screen is too far away for him to read the notification, but he knows.

      He imagines Ella reading the comment.

      He imagines her face changing.

      He imagines relief.

      He imagines the relief and is relieved by it.

      This is the unforgivable part.

      He stands.

      Goes to the phone.

      The notification is from the account.

      amouthfulofcherries liked your comment.

      He sits down on the sofa.

      The room moves slightly.

      The like is not a reply. It is not a comment. It is not forgiveness. It is one small platform gesture, a thumb, a heart, a touch on a screen.

      It is enough to undo him.

      He puts the phone face down.

      He puts both hands over his face.

      No sound comes.

      —

      At 2.26, Mira sees it.

      She has been asleep.

      Real sleep. The first decent sleep in weeks. The sleep of someone who believed, for one evening, that the world had arranged itself in her favour. The violin case closed. The account quiet. Echo Boy gone. Jamie gone from Ella, or moving away from Ella, or reachable again in some form she has not yet worked out but has been allowing herself to imagine in the small private theatre where she has suffered most of the autumn.

      Her phone wakes her.

      Not a notification from Ella's account. She does not have notifications on for Ella's account because she is not following it from the account she is currently using. The buzz is from nothing important. A spam email. Something stupid.

      But she wakes.

      The room is dark.

      She checks anyway.

      This is what habit does. It survives hope.

      She opens Instagram.

      The post is there.

      The comment is there.

      Echo Boy has returned.

      For a moment she does not understand the words. She sees only the username.

      ech.o.boy.

      The name sits beneath the post like a hand placed on something that had almost stopped moving.

      Mira reads the comment.

      I saw it.

      Some gifts are too true to touch quickly.

      This one changed the room.

      The room she is in becomes very still.

      He went back.

      That is the first thought.

      Jamie went back.

      Not because the evidence says Jamie. The evidence has never said Jamie strongly enough. The evidence has always been made of want and tone and timing and the terrible convenience of believing the thing that hurts in the shape she needs it to hurt.

      He went back.

      She sits up.

      The phone lights her face.

      The relief of Sunday is gone so completely it feels stupid now, embarrassing, like something she should have known better than to feel.

      Of course he went back.

      Of course the silence was only a pause.

      Of course Ella got the return too.

      Mira opens the comment field.

      Her hands are very steady.

      She types:

      course you came back lol

      She looks at it.

      Deletes it.

      Types:

      she says jump and you actually do

      She stops.

      Reads it.

      The comment is for Echo Boy.

      The comment is for Jamie.

      The comment is for the boy who has returned to the girl who made the open thing and waited and got rewarded for waiting.

      Mira does not post it.

      Not yet.

      She locks the phone.

      Then unlocks it again.

      Opens Jamie's profile.

      Nothing new.

      Of course nothing new. Jamie is not going to post I have returned to the girl whose art account I have secretly been writing on for ten weeks. Jamie is not stupid. Jamie is clever in the way boys are clever when they want to be impossible to prove.

      She opens their message thread.

      There is no thread.

      This is humiliating.

      She goes to the search bar. Types his name. Opens his profile again. Closes it.

      Then she opens a blank message.

      She writes:

      you came back

      She stares at it.

      This, unlike the public comment, cannot be deleted by Naila. This cannot be turned into thread-weather. This would go straight to him.

      She does not send it.

      But she does not delete it either.

      She sits in the dark with the unsent message glowing in her hand.

      —

      At 2.39, Jamie wakes because his phone falls off the bed.

      It hits the floor and he comes awake with the guitar still across his legs because apparently he has slept like that, which is a new low.

      He reaches down, finds the phone.

      He opens Instagram.

      The post loads.

      Echo Boy has returned.

      Jamie reads the comment.

      I saw it.

      Some gifts are too true to touch quickly.

      This one changed the room.

      He reads it once.

      Then again.

      Then he says, to the empty room, very quietly, "Oh, fuck off."

      The words are not loud enough for his mother to hear.

      They are loud enough for him.

      He is angry before he knows why. Then he knows why and is more angry.

      Because it is good.

      Because of course it is good.

      Because Echo Boy has taken four days of silence and turned them into part of the poem. Because he has made leaving look like depth. Because he has written exactly the thing that would make the post bloom again instead of die where he left it.

      Jamie reaches for the guitar.

      Then stops.

      The guitar is still on him.

      He laughs once.

      Not happily.

      He opens Notes.

      The line from Sunday is still there.

      you don't need him to answer for it to be true

      Under it:

      but someone should answer

      Jamie looks at the second line.

      Someone did.

      That is the problem.

      The wrong someone, maybe. Or the right someone. Or the someone who had got there first and knew how to stand where Jamie did not.

      He closes Notes.

      Opens the post again.

      Reads the comment again.

      Then he does something he has not done before.

      He opens ech.o.boy's profile.

      Blank.

      No posts. No picture. No bio. Three comments visible through the account if you know where to look and more if you have been watching long enough. A person made entirely of responses.

      Jamie looks at the blank profile.

      For the first time, he feels something colder than jealousy.

      Suspicion is too large a word for it.

      It is only a small wrongness.

      A person made entirely of responses is not a person. Not really.

      He thinks of Mr Martin asking for the account name.

      He thinks of Mr Martin's hands on the piano.

      He thinks of the phrase.

      No.

      The thought does not form.

      Jamie closes the profile.

      He puts the phone down.

      The room is dark except for the little streetlight at the curtain.

      On the bed beside him, the guitar has left a red mark across his ribs.

      He picks it up.

      Plays the first three bars.

      The fourth bar does not come.

      Good, he thinks.

      Then, because he is tired and hurt and sixteen and cannot leave a thing unresolved even when unresolved is the only honest state, he plays it anyway.

    
  
    
      Part Three

      [image: Part Three artwork]

    
  
    
      Chapter 32

      The Room Changed

      In the morning, Ella eats. Not much.Not enough for Helen to trust it completely. But enough.

      Toast. Half a banana. Three mouthfuls of yoghurt straight from the pot while standing at the counter with one hip against the drawer and her phone in her left hand.

      Helen watches this from the table, where she is pretending to read an email from Yemi about the Suez chapter and the phrase last imperial gesture, which has now become so irrelevant to the morning that it almost loops around and becomes useful again.

      Ella is barefoot. Her hair is unbrushed. There is blue ink on the side of her right hand and something green under the nail of her thumb.

      The green is important.

      Helen sees the green and feels relief arrive so quickly it is almost nausea.

      "You've got kiwi on you," she says.

      Ella looks at her thumb.

      "Oh."

      "That's a good sign, historically."

      Ella gives her a look.

      "Don't be weird."

      "I'm being normal."

      "You're never being normal when you say you're being normal."

      "That is unfair and accurate."

      Ella almost smiles.

      Almost is not nothing. Helen has learned, across the last week, that almost can be a room you live in until something better becomes possible.

      Ella puts the yoghurt back in the fridge.

      "Did you sleep?"

      "A bit."

      "Enough?"

      "No."

      "Helpful honesty."

      "Thought I'd try it."

      Helen smiles.

      Ella looks at the phone.

      The looking is quick. Not furtive exactly. Not open either. A weather-check. A hand briefly out of the window.

      Helen sees that too.

      The phone is back.

      This is good. This is not good. This is the morning's first contradiction, and it will not be the last.

      For four days the phone had been injury. Then absence. Then a dead object on the desk, switched off because switched off was the only way Ella could keep herself from walking again and again into the empty room of the thread.

      Now the phone is alive again.

      So is Ella.

      Helen knows what did it.

      This knowledge sits behind her ribs and does not move.

      Ella says, "I might go to Naila's later."

      Helen keeps her face in the right shape.

      "Good."

      "Maybe."

      "Maybe good."

      "I said maybe."

      "I heard maybe."

      Ella puts the spoon in the sink. Rinses it. Leaves yoghurt on the back of it. Does not notice. Helen does not tell her. Yoghurt on a spoon is not the battlefield.

      "Do we have coffee?"

      "You hate coffee."

      "I hate your coffee."

      "That is a personal attack on a grieving French press."

      "It deserves grief."

      Helen gets up and makes coffee.

      She makes it badly on purpose, then realises she does not actually know how to make it well enough to make it badly on purpose. The coffee comes out as the coffee comes out. Ella adds too much milk and drinks half of it standing by the counter, still looking at the phone every thirty seconds without touching the screen.

      Helen says nothing.

      The house has changed since two in the morning.

      Not loudly. There are no trumpets for this kind of change. But the air is different. Last night the upstairs room had been sealed. This morning the door is open. The desk lamp was on when Helen passed at seven. Paper had moved. A cup had appeared on the landing with old tea in it. Ella had been awake, working or not working, but awake in a way that belonged to the world rather than against it.

      Helen has never loved an empty cup on a landing so much in her life.

      She has also never hated one so much.

      Because she knows who put it there.

      Not literally. Not the cup. The state that made the cup possible. The return. The comment. The three lines under the three lines.

      I saw it. Some gifts are too true to touch quickly. This one changed the room.

      Helen had read them at two in the morning. Then again at three. Then again at five, when she had given up pretending she might go back to sleep. Each time the sentences had altered slightly. Not their meaning exactly. Their temperature.

      At two, they had been relief.

      At three, they had been manipulation.

      At five, they had been both.

      This is the problem with good writing, Helen thinks. It gives bad behaviour somewhere attractive to stand.

      Ella finishes the coffee.

      "That was disgusting."

      "You asked for coffee."

      "I asked if we had coffee. Different."

      "Deeply different."

      "I'm going upstairs."

      "Okay."

      Ella hesitates at the doorway.

      This hesitation is new-old. New this morning. Old from September. The hesitation before saying something small that is not the thing but is also not nothing.

      "Mum."

      "Yeah?"

      "I'm sorry about yesterday."

      Helen feels the sentence land badly.

      "Don't."

      "I was horrible."

      "No."

      "I was."

      "You were heartbroken."

      Ella's face changes, not fully closing but preparing to.

      Helen sees the preparation and steps back.

      "You were sad," she says. "You're allowed sad."

      Ella looks at the floor.

      "I'm not sad now."

      "No?"

      "No."

      Helen waits.

      Ella lifts one shoulder.

      "I mean, I am. But not like that."

      "Okay."

      "He came back," Ella says.

      There it is.

      The sentence stands between them in the kitchen.

      He came back.

      Helen had wondered if Ella would say it. Had hoped she would. Had hoped she wouldn't. Both hopes had been running side by side since dawn, making the morning difficult to walk through.

      "Yes," Helen says.

      Ella looks up.

      "You saw?"

      "Yes."

      "When?"

      "In the night."

      Ella's mouth tightens, but only slightly.

      "You're still looking."

      "Yes."

      "Mum."

      "I know."

      "You can't just—"

      "I know."

      "Do you?"

      "Yes."

      Ella folds her arms.

      The gesture is defensive, but lightly. Not the old lock. More like a gate held with one hand.

      "It's weird."

      "Yes."

      "You looking."

      "Yes."

      "And you know it's weird."

      "Yes."

      This irritates Ella because Helen agreeing removes the clean place where anger might stand.

      "Then why?"

      Helen looks at her daughter.

      There are many possible answers. Because I am frightened. Because you are seventeen. Because a stranger has the power to stop you eating and start you making in the space of one comment. Because I let gratitude make me careless. Because I will not make that mistake twice.

      She says, "Because I'm your mother."

      Ella rolls her eyes.

      "That's not a reason. That's a job title."

      "Sometimes job titles are reasons."

      "You sound like your work emails."

      "I do not."

      "You fully do."

      Helen accepts this because it is true.

      Ella looks at the phone again.

      Helen says, carefully, "Are you going to answer him?"

      Ella stills.

      The question has been asked.

      Helen wishes, immediately, to have asked a different one. Or none. But it is too late. The question is in the kitchen and Ella is looking at it.

      "No," Ella says.

      Helen cannot tell whether this is true.

      "No?"

      "The work answers."

      Helen nods.

      This is one of the phrases Echo Boy has given her, or one of the phrases Ella has made with the shape Echo Boy's reading has given her. Helen cannot tell anymore. That is part of the fear.

      "Right," Helen says.

      Ella hears something in the word.

      "It does."

      "I know."

      "You don't like him."

      Helen's laugh is too short.

      "No."

      Ella looks at her properly now.

      "You hate him."

      Helen does not answer quickly enough.

      Ella's face closes another inch.

      "You do."

      "I hate what happened."

      "That's not what I said."

      "No."

      "You hate him."

      Helen looks at the table. The laptop. The unopened email. The mug. The banana skin on the plate. All the ordinary witnesses.

      "I don't know him," Helen says.

      "That's such a mum answer."

      "It's also true."

      "You hate him."

      Helen breathes in.

      "Yes," she says.

      Ella looks as if she has been slapped.

      Helen feels the slap too.

      "I don't mean—"

      "Yes you do."

      "Ella."

      "No, you do. You hate him because he hurt me."

      "Yes."

      "And because you think he has too much—" Ella stops.

      Too much what? Power. Presence. Meaning. Access. All the words are there and none of them are words Ella wants to give her mother because giving them to Helen would make them available for Helen to use.

      Helen says nothing.

      Ella finishes the sentence in a different direction.

      "You don't get it."

      "No," Helen says. "I don't."

      This helps, slightly.

      Ella looks at her hand. The green under the thumb.

      "He didn't mean to hurt me."

      Helen's body reacts before her face does.

      Ella sees the reaction.

      "He didn't."

      "You don't know that."

      "I do."

      "How?"

      "Because I know how he writes."

      Helen's fear, which had been seated at the edge of the room all morning, stands.

      Ella hears herself.

      Helen hears her.

      For a moment neither of them moves.

      Because the sentence is absurd and not absurd. Because Ella does not know his name, his face, his age, his city, his body, whether he drinks tea or coffee, whether his socks match, whether he has a sister, whether he is kind to waiters, whether he has ever lied to someone who loved him. She knows none of the things people mean by knowing someone.

      But she knows how he writes.

      And Helen, who has spent her adult life with sentences, cannot dismiss that as nothing.

      That is the danger.

      Helen says, "Writing is not the same as a person."

      Ella's face changes again.

      "No," she says. "Sometimes it's more."

      Helen has no answer.

      Ella goes upstairs.

      Helen stays in the kitchen.

      The house remains, for several seconds, completely still after she leaves.

      Then life resumes, because life is rude like that.

      The fridge hums. The boiler clicks. A car outside pulls away from the curb with a wet sound. Somewhere upstairs, Ella's door does not close all the way. This is new. The door is almost closed, but not quite. A line of space remains.

      Helen sits down.

      She opens the laptop.

      The account is still open.

      The post is still there.

      The comment is still there.

      I saw it. Some gifts are too true to touch quickly. This one changed the room.

      Helen reads it again.

      This time she reads it not as relief, not as manipulation, but as craft.

      This is worse.

      The first line answers the exact wound.

      I saw it.

      The second dignifies the delay.

      Some gifts are too true to touch quickly.

      The third turns the whole episode into art.

      This one changed the room.

      He has done, in three lines, what the best dangerous people do. He has made the harm part of the meaning. He has given the pain a beautiful frame and stepped back inside it.

      Helen feels the anger return.

      But the anger is complicated by the evidence upstairs: the light under the door, the paper moving, the yoghurt, the almost-smile, the green under the thumbnail.

      He has too much power, she thinks.

      Then, more frighteningly:

      He knows how to use it.

      Her phone is on the table.

      She picks it up.

      Greg has not messaged since last night.

      Helen opens his name anyway.

      She writes:

      He came back.

      She looks at it.

      Too much.

      Deletes it.

      Writes:

      She seems better this morning.

      Too little.

      Deletes it.

      Writes:

      The boy answered. She's better. I hate how relieved I am.

      She reads it.

      That is closer to the truth than she meant to get.

      She does not send it.

      Not yet.

      She puts the phone down.

      Upstairs, Ella is at the desk.

      The page in front of her is not blank.

      This is the first fact.

      The second fact is that the line has come back.

      Not the old line. Not exactly. The old line had gone from hand to page without asking permission. This line is more cautious. It tests the paper before committing to it. It is a line that has been hurt. But it is a line.

      She draws a chair.

      Not the whole chair. The place where the back of the chair meets the seat. The angle. The joint. The place a body would lean if a body were there.

      She does not know why this is the thing.

      She draws it anyway.

      The phone is face down beside her.

      She has not liked the comment yet.

      She has not answered.

      The work answers.

      She believes this.

      She also does not.

      After ten minutes, she turns the phone over.

      The comment is still there.

      I saw it.

      The first line still opens her.

      She presses the heart.

      The heart goes red.

      There.

      Too much and not enough.

      She puts the phone down.

      Then she picks it up again.

      Opens the group chat.

      Naila has written twelve things and deleted at least six of them because the chat has that feeling.

      Theo has written:

      we love you, idiot

      Marcus has written:

      for legal reasons i also love you

      Ella looks at the messages.

      She writes:

      he saw it

      She sends it.

      The typing bubbles come immediately.

      Naila: yes

      Theo: yes

      Marcus: yeah he did

      Ella looks at the words.

      They do not make the thing less private.

      This surprises her.

      She had thought telling them would spread the feeling out and make it thinner. Instead, the feeling remains exactly where it was. In her chest. Under the ribs. In the hand that has started drawing again.

      Naila writes:

      are you okay?

      Ella looks at the page.

      The chair joint. The line. The place where a body might lean.

      She writes:

      i think so

      Then, after a moment:

      i'm drawing

      Naila sends three green hearts.

      Theo sends:

      thank god

      Marcus sends:

      draw a fox

      Ella smiles.

      She writes:

      no foxes

      Marcus: coward

      Ella puts the phone down.

      She draws.

      Downstairs, Helen's unsent message to Greg remains on her phone.

      The boy answered. She's better. I hate how relieved I am.

      Helen reads it one more time.

      Then she sends it.

      In his flat, Greg receives the message at 9.42.

      He is sitting on the edge of his bed because he has not managed to become a person who gets up properly this morning. His shirt is on the chair. His head hurts. His mouth tastes of wine and something worse than wine.

      The phone lights.

      Helen.

      The boy answered. She's better. I hate how relieved I am.

      Greg reads it.

      He reads it again.

      The boy answered.

      For a moment, the phrase almost saves him.

      The boy.

      Not him.

      The boy answered and she is better.

      Then the rest of the sentence returns.

      I hate how relieved I am.

      He puts the phone face down on the bed.

      He stands.

      In the kitchen, the laptop is closed.

      In the front room, the piano is closed.

      He goes to the bathroom and turns on the shower.

      The water runs cold for several seconds before it warms.

      He stands under it and lets the water hit the back of his neck.

      The boy answered.

      She's better.

      This is the worst thing that could have happened.

      Because it worked.

      Because Helen is relieved.

      Because Ella is drawing.

      Because the comment did what he wrote it to do.

      Because the room changed.

      At ten fifteen, he calls in sick to school.

      He says flu.

      Sarah says, "You sound dreadful."

      He says, "Yeah."

      She says, "Rest."

      He says, "Thanks."

      After he hangs up, he sits at the kitchen table.

      He opens the laptop.

      Not Instagram.

      Not yet.

      He opens a blank document.

      For several minutes he does nothing.

      Then he types:

      I need to tell Helen.

      He looks at the sentence.

      He deletes it.

      He closes the laptop.

      The piano remains closed.

      Upstairs in the house on the hill, Ella draws the place where the chair remembers the body.

      In Helen's kitchen, Helen reads the sent message to Greg and feels the first small shame of having included him in her relief.

      In Mira's room, the unsent message to Jamie still waits.

      you came back

      In Jamie's room, the note still waits too.

      you don't need him to answer for it to be true

      but someone should answer

      The account is alive again.

      The room has changed.

      No one in it is safe.

    
  
    
      Chapter 33

      You Came Back

      Mira waits outside Room 4 after ensemble. She does not think of it as waiting.

      Waiting would mean she had chosen to stand in the narrow corridor beside the noticeboard with the photocopied rehearsal schedule pinned to it, watching the door of the practice room as if doors were capable of confession. Waiting would mean intention. Waiting would mean that she had decided, before the final chord of the ensemble session had even stopped vibrating through the old upright piano, that she would be here when Jamie came out.

      She has not decided.

      She is just there.

      This is what she tells herself.

      The sixth-form centre at four thirty has the exhausted after-school smell of radiator dust and wet coats and sandwiches eaten too late from paper bags. Someone has left a clarinet reed on the windowsill. Someone else has written MILES IS A WET WIPE on the whiteboard and then half-erased it, leaving MILES IS A WET floating there like an unfinished judgement. From one of the smaller practice rooms, a drummer is working badly and with great confidence through a fill that has defeated him for several minutes.

      Mira has her violin case in one hand.

      She has not opened it today.

      This is another fact she is not thinking about.

      Her phone is in her other hand. The unsent message is still there.

      you came back

      It has been in the message field since two in the morning. She has opened it seven times and not sent it. The words have become less like words and more like a small hard thing under her tongue.

      The door opens.

      Two Year 12s come out first, laughing about something Mira has not heard and would not have found funny if she had. Then Anna, with her flute case, who says "see you" to Mira without slowing down. Then Mr Halstead, carrying a stack of scores and looking at his watch.

      "Mira," he says. "You all right?"

      "Yes."

      He pauses for half a second because yes has not sounded like yes.

      Then he says, "Good. Practise the second movement slowly, please. Slowly means slower than you think slowly means."

      "Okay."

      He goes.

      Then Jamie comes out.

      Guitar case on one shoulder. Loop pedal in one hand. Headphones around his neck, one side twisted the wrong way. His hair is damp at the front in the way hair gets damp when someone has been in a too-warm room pretending not to care about anything.

      He sees Mira.

      Something shifts in his face.

      Not guilt.

      Not exactly.

      Surprise becoming caution.

      Mira sees it and feels the sentence in her throat sharpen.

      "Hi," Jamie says.

      "Hi."

      He looks down the corridor, then back at her.

      "You all right?"

      She hates him for asking it like that. Softly. Normally. As if he has not been awake inside the same thing she has been awake inside.

      She says, "You came back."

      Jamie blinks.

      "What?"

      "Don't."

      "Don't what?"

      "Do that."

      "I'm not doing anything."

      "You always do this."

      Jamie adjusts the guitar case on his shoulder.

      "Mira, I genuinely don't know what you mean."

      The genuinely is almost convincing.

      Almost.

      That is the problem with Jamie. He is good at looking like he has no idea. He has the face for innocence. The stupid open eyes. The unfinished boy-shape of him. Tonight it is unbearable.

      "You couldn't leave her alone for one week," Mira says.

      Jamie goes still.

      Not completely. The body remains where it is. But something under it stops.

      "Ella?"

      He says her name carefully.

      Mira hears the care.

      "Yes. Ella."

      "What are you talking about?"

      "You know what I'm talking about."

      "I really don't."

      "Echo Boy."

      The name lands in the corridor.

      The drummer in the practice room stops mid-fill. A chair scrapes somewhere. Rain taps against the high window above the stairwell. The sixth-form centre continues to be itself, which is rude of it.

      Jamie's expression does not become guilt.

      It becomes something worse.

      Understanding.

      Partial. Unwilling. Late.

      Mira sees it and thinks: there.

      Jamie says, "Why are you saying that to me?"

      Mira laughs once.

      "Oh my God."

      "No, seriously."

      "You're actually going to do this."

      "Do what?"

      "Pretend."

      "I'm not pretending."

      "You came back."

      "I didn't."

      The sentence is too fast.

      Mira catches it.

      "You didn't?"

      Jamie's jaw tightens.

      "I mean — I'm not Echo Boy."

      Mira looks at him.

      He looks back.

      For the first time all autumn, the possibility that he might be telling the truth passes through her.

      It is gone almost before it arrives.

      "No," she says.

      Jamie frowns.

      "No what?"

      "No. Don't do that."

      "I'm not him."

      "Stop saying it like that."

      "Like what?"

      "Like it's easy."

      Jamie looks at the floor.

      The loop pedal is still in his hand. His thumb moves over one of the switches, back and forth, not pressing. A small anxious metronome.

      "I'm not him," he says again.

      Mira hears the strain.

      She mistakes it for pressure.

      "You thought about answering though."

      Jamie looks up.

      This time the stillness is real.

      Mira sees it and feels something inside her lift, sharp and triumphant and sick.

      "You did," she says.

      Jamie says nothing.

      "You thought about it."

      He looks away.

      That is the answer.

      The corridor tilts slightly.

      For a second Mira does not know whether she has won or lost.

      "You thought about answering her," she says.

      Jamie's face changes.

      "Everyone saw the post."

      "That's not what I said."

      "It was public."

      "That's not what I said."

      Jamie breathes out.

      Beyond them, the practice-room drummer starts again, worse than before.

      Jamie says, quietly, "I didn't comment."

      "But you wanted to."

      He says nothing.

      "You wanted to."

      "Mira."

      "Oh my God."

      "It wasn't like that."

      "Then what was it like?"

      He cannot answer quickly enough.

      She steps closer.

      "What was it like, Jamie?"

      His name in her mouth does something to both of them. They hear it. The actual name. Not Echo Boy. Not the account. Jamie.

      Jamie says, "I don't know."

      "Convenient."

      "No. I don't know."

      "You always don't know."

      "That's not fair."

      "Isn't it?"

      "No."

      "You knew enough to go back."

      "I didn't go back."

      "You just said you wanted to answer."

      "That's not the same thing."

      "To you."

      He looks at her properly then.

      There is something in his face she was not expecting. Anger, yes, but not only anger. Hurt too. Shame. A kind of exposure that makes him look younger and older at the same time.

      "I'm allowed to think something," he says.

      The sentence is small. Almost ridiculous. But it hits her because of course he is. Of course he is allowed to think something. That is not the issue. The issue is that all his thoughts have been turning towards Ella, and none of them have been turning towards her, and there is no fair way to say that without becoming exactly the person she has been becoming.

      Mira folds her arms.

      "What did you write?"

      Jamie looks at her.

      "What?"

      "You wrote something."

      "I didn't post anything."

      "That's not what I asked."

      He does not answer.

      "You did."

      His silence is answer enough.

      Mira hates him.

      She also wants, absurdly, to know the words.

      This is humiliating.

      "What did you write?" she says again.

      Jamie's grip tightens on the loop pedal.

      "Nothing."

      "Liar."

      "It doesn't matter."

      "It matters to me."

      The sentence leaves her before she can stop it.

      There.

      That is the thing.

      It stands in the corridor between them, smaller than she meant and larger than she can bear.

      Jamie's face softens, which is worse than if it had hardened.

      "Mira," he says.

      "Don't."

      "I didn't know."

      "Didn't know what?"

      "That you—"

      "Don't."

      He stops.

      Her eyes are hot.

      Crying in front of Jamie outside Room 4 would be an error of such scale that the rest of her life would have to be built around recovering from it.

      She looks at the noticeboard instead.

      Winter Concert — December 14th. Tickets available from reception.

      The photograph is from last year's concert. Jamie is in the front row with the guitar, not looking at the camera. Mira is two rows behind him, violin under her chin, face turned toward the conductor. She remembers that night. She remembers watching the back of Jamie's head more than the conductor's hands. She remembers playing three wrong notes and nobody noticing.

      Ella is not in the photograph.

      Ella is not in this building.

      Ella is always somewhere else and still somehow in the centre of everything.

      Mira says, "She made it for you."

      Jamie's face tightens.

      "No."

      "She did."

      "No, she didn't."

      "For him then."

      "Yes."

      The yes is too quick. Too pained.

      Mira looks back at him.

      "And you wanted to be him."

      Jamie does not answer.

      The corridor gives her the answer.

      For a moment, she sees it clearly.

      Jamie is not Echo Boy.

      Jamie wishes he were.

      The thought is so painful and so clean that she almost cannot hold it.

      If Jamie is not Echo Boy, then the whole architecture of the autumn shifts. The comments. The timing. The voice. The verses. The thing she has been attacking. The person she has been hating. The boy she has been punishing through someone else's page.

      If Jamie is not Echo Boy, then the damage she has been doing has not even been in the right direction.

      No.

      She cannot have that yet.

      Not in a corridor outside Room 4. Not after one night of hope. Not with him standing there looking at her like he is sorry for something that is not the thing she needs him to be sorry for.

      She says, "You're lying."

      Jamie closes his eyes briefly.

      "I'm not."

      "You are."

      "I'm really not."

      "Then who is he?"

      Jamie opens his eyes.

      The question changes him.

      She sees it happen.

      Not because he knows. He does not know. But because the question has turned in his head and touched something.

      Who is he?

      Jamie looks away.

      Mira watches him.

      "What?"

      "Nothing."

      "No, what?"

      "Nothing."

      "Jamie."

      He looks back at her.

      "I don't know."

      This time the sentence is different.

      Not blank. Not defensive.

      Unsettled.

      Mira feels the first real fear of the conversation.

      "You do."

      "No."

      "You just thought of someone."

      "No I didn't."

      "Yes you did."

      "Mira, I didn't."

      The lie is not good.

      Jamie knows it.

      Mira knows it.

      For a second they are both standing with the same thing between them and neither of them knows its shape.

      Then footsteps come from the stairwell.

      Mr Halstead reappears with his coat on and his keys in his hand.

      "You two still here?"

      Jamie looks at him too quickly.

      "Just leaving."

      Mr Halstead looks at Mira.

      "Mira?"

      She nods.

      The look he gives them is the tired look of a teacher who has seen enough young people in corridors to know that most corridor disasters cannot be solved by the adult arriving in the middle of them.

      "Go home," he says. "Whatever it is, it will be worse if you're still in this building at five."

      He walks on.

      The moment is broken.

      Jamie shifts the guitar case again.

      "I have to go."

      "Of course."

      "Mira."

      "What?"

      He looks as if he is about to say something kind.

      She cannot bear it.

      "Don't."

      So he does not.

      He walks past her.

      Not close enough to touch.

      Close enough for her to smell the room on him. Wood. Cable dust. Rain on coat. The ordinary weather of him.

      She stays beside the noticeboard until he has gone.

      Then she opens Instagram.

      The post is still there.

      Echo Boy's comment is still there.

      I saw it. Some gifts are too true to touch quickly. This one changed the room.

      She reads the username.

      ech.o.boy.

      Not Jamie.

      Jamie.

      Not Jamie.

      The words alternate so quickly they stop being words.

      She opens the unsent message.

      you came back

      She deletes it.

      For a moment the message field is empty.

      Then she types:

      who are you?

      She does not send it.

      She locks the phone.

      —

      Outside, Jamie reaches the bike racks.

      Rain has gathered on the seat of his bike. He wipes it with his sleeve and makes it worse. The sky is already darkening. November does this. It takes the afternoon early and does not apologise.

      He puts the loop pedal in his bag.

      The question is still with him.

      Then who is he?

      He had thought of someone.

      Not fully. Not enough to count as a thought.

      Only a movement. A turn. A door in the mind opening half an inch and immediately being pulled shut.

      Mr Martin asking for the account name.

      Mr Martin going still.

      Mr Martin's hands at the piano.

      No.

      Jamie gets on the bike.

      He does not ride.

      He takes out his phone.

      His thumb hovers over a name he has not texted before.

      Marcus.

      He does not have a reason to have texted Marcus. They are not friends. They are people who share a girl in different orbits — Marcus in hers, Jamie at the edge of hers. But Marcus is the person who would know what people in Ella's orbit have been saying, and Jamie needs to know.

      He types:

      hey it's jamie. weird question

      The dots from Marcus appear after a minute. Disappear. Appear.

      Marcus: alright. go on

      Jamie: do people think I'm Echo Boy?

      A longer pause.

      Marcus: ah

      Jamie: ah?

      Marcus: mira does. theo briefly did.

      Jamie reads it twice.

      Marcus: you write. you do the lyric thing. you saw her at the fringe. that's mostly it.

      Then, after a pause:

      Marcus: and you told mr martin about the account

      Jamie stops.

      The rain darkens the phone screen in small dots.

      Jamie types:

      when

      Marcus: before echoboy, I think

      Jamie stands beside the bike.

      He thinks of Mr Martin's face when Jamie said the handle.

      Not shocked.

      Not interested.

      Still.

      That was the word.

      Still.

      Jamie types:

      right

      Marcus: why

      Jamie: nothing

      Marcus: jamie

      Jamie locks the phone.

      He puts it in his pocket.

      For a moment he looks back at the sixth-form centre. The music room windows are lit. In one of them, the reflection of the car park sits over the room inside, so that the pianos and the wet tarmac appear to occupy the same space.

      Then he rides home.

      The thought follows.

      He does not let it catch him.

      Not yet.

    
  
    
      Chapter 34

      Are You Real?

      The piece begins as a chair and becomes water. This is not what Ella intended. The chair piece is still on the desk from the morning before: the joint where the back meets the seat, the green in the place where a body would have leaned, the poem about leaving and return. It is a good piece. She knows this. Not because he answered it, though he did answer it, but because the line held before the comment came. The line had come back. The hand had known the page again.

      The chair is still on the desk.

      The new page is beside it.

      The new page has nothing on it yet.

      It is Tuesday evening. The room is warmer than it has been all week because Helen has put the heating on early without saying she has put the heating on early, which is one of the ways Helen loves without making a speech about it. The radiator under the window is ticking. The window is dark. Brighton is out there somewhere beyond the glass, doing whatever Brighton does in November after six o'clock: buses, wet pavements, lit rooms, students with coats open because they have not yet learned the weather, gulls gone invisible above the roofs.

      Ella sits at the desk.

      The phone is face down beside the chair piece.

      She has not checked the account for eleven minutes.

      This is not impressive. This is only eleven minutes. But eleven minutes has become a measurable unit of self-command, and self-command has become something she is trying to be interested in again.

      She looks at the blank page.

      The chair was right for yesterday.

      The chair was the room after the body left.

      The chair was the room after the body came back.

      But today the chair is not enough.

      Today the question is not the room.

      Today the question is the voice.

      She has been trying not to know this for several hours. She tried to draw the chair again. Then the desk lamp. Then the mug with the cold tea in it. Then the line of her own knee under the desk. None of them held. The pen moved, but the line did not want to live.

      The line wants water.

      She does not know why at first.

      Then she does.

      The voice has always been water.

      Not sea exactly. Not Brighton sea, not the green-brown slap of it against the groynes, not the gull-noise and the pier and the tourists taking pictures of a thing that never looks in pictures the way it looks when you are standing beside it. Not that water.

      Deeper water.

      Water under the page.

      Water under the wall.

      Water in a place where sound travels differently.

      She picks up the pen.

      The first line is a curve.

      Not a face. Not yet.

      A back, maybe. A shoulder becoming something else. The upper part of a figure, bent slightly forward, hair falling. The line could be a girl. The line could be a fish if the lower half of it knew what it was doing. She draws the curve again, darker. Then the neck. Then the head tilted as if listening through something.

      She draws water over the face.

      Not literally. She does not draw waves. Waves would be too obvious and would look like waves. She draws the face as if the paper has forgotten how to hold the features in one place. One eye almost visible. The mouth lower than it should be. The cheek dissolving into coffee-shadow before the cheek has decided to be cheek.

      The figure is half-submerged.

      No.

      Not submerged.

      Made of the thing it is trying to rise out of.

      She reaches for the coffee.

      The cup is cold. She dips the corner of tissue into it and presses the brown into the lower half of the figure. The stain spreads too quickly. For one second she thinks she has ruined it. Then the stain slows at the edge of the ballpoint line and settles there, dark and tidal.

      Good.

      She tears the kiwi open with her thumbnail.

      The fruit is too ripe. The green is almost yellow at the centre and the seeds come away on her thumb in small black clusters. She presses them along the lower curve of the figure where the body might become tail, or shadow, or current. The seeds stick. She leaves them. The green catches in the coffee, impossible and alive.

      Now the piece knows what it is.

      Not a mermaid.

      Mermaids are too named. Mermaids have hair and shells and old stories attached to them like costume jewellery. This is not that. This is a thing halfway between body and voice. A thing the page has almost caught. A thing that has been speaking from under the surface without showing its face.

      She draws a hand.

      The hand is reaching upward, but not out of the water. Towards the surface maybe. Towards the reader maybe. The fingers blur at the tips. She rubs them once with her thumb until the blue softens into the stain.

      The hand is almost there.

      The hand is not there.

      She sits back.

      The room is very quiet.

      The figure on the page is not beautiful. Not in the old way. It is stranger than beautiful. The face has partly dissolved. The mouth is visible but cannot speak properly because it is under something. The eye, the one she has allowed to remain, looks not at the viewer but past them, as if watching for a shape beyond the glass.

      She knows, suddenly, that this is the first piece she has made of him.

      Not him as he is. She does not know how he is.

      Him as the work has made him.

      A body for the voice.

      The thought frightens her.

      She puts the pen down.

      The phone is face down beside the chair.

      She turns it over.

      No new notifications.

      This is fine. There is nothing to notify. She has not posted. There is no reason for the world to answer.

      She turns it face down again.

      The poem comes before she has decided to write it.

      That has not happened for days.

      She picks up the pen and writes in the white space below the figure. Not lower left. Not lower right. Directly beneath it. Centred, almost. The handwriting leans anyway because the handwriting does what the handwriting does.

      I have been making a body for the voice. It keeps turning back into water. Are you real?

      She reads the three lines.

      The third line changes the room.

      She feels it happen.

      Are you real?

      The question sits there on the page, smaller than the drawing and larger than it, the way questions do when they have been avoided for too long and then arrive in ordinary words.

      She says it aloud.

      Very quietly.

      "Are you real?"

      The room does not answer.

      This is fair. The room has done enough.

      She looks at the question.

      It is not the same as asking his name.

      It is not the same as asking where he lives or what he looks like or how old he is or what his voice sounds like when it is not written. It is safer than those questions and more dangerous because it sits underneath all of them.

      Are you real?

      She thinks of the comments. The cherry-girl. The hand over the mouth. The collarbone. The wrist. The open figure. The chair. The return.

      He is real in the work.

      That is not the question anymore.

      She knows this.

      Her hand moves to the phone.

      Stops.

      The piece is not finished until it is posted.

      This is a rule she has not told anyone. The work is the work on the page, yes. But the account has become part of the work. The posting is part of the making. The reader is part of the room. This is dangerous knowledge, probably. She has not decided what to do with it. She only knows that a thing made for the account is not complete while it lies under the desk lamp where only she can see it.

      She photographs the page.

      The flash goes off. Too bright. The water-figure leaps white for a second and then falls back into stain. The kiwi seeds catch the light like tiny black eyes. The coffee-dark lower body looks deeper in the photograph than it does on the paper. The question is readable.

      She crops.

      For a second she sees her own reflection in the phone screen over the image: eyes, hair, mouth, the girl holding the thing she has made of the voice she cannot see.

      Then the image fills the screen.

      She opens Instagram.

      amouthfulofcherries.

      The grid waits.

      The chair is still the most recent post.

      His comment is beneath it.

      The room is not the old room. The leaving is in it now. So is the return.

      Her reply is beneath that.

      yes

      She looks at the yes for one second too long.

      Then she posts the water-figure.

      No caption.

      The new piece appears at the top of the grid.

      A body for the voice.

      Water.

      Question.

      She puts the phone face down on the desk.

      Immediately picks it up again.

      No.

      Face down.

      She stands.

      Sits.

      Stands again.

      This is ridiculous.

      She goes downstairs.

      Helen is in the kitchen. Of course Helen is in the kitchen. Helen has been in the kitchen more than usual this week, doing things that do not strictly need doing. Wiping the counter. Reorganising the tea. Looking at a recipe and not cooking it. Being available in the way a person is available when they are trying very hard not to crowd you.

      "Hi," Helen says.

      "Hi."

      "You want tea?"

      "No."

      "Toast?"

      "No."

      "Something?"

      Ella almost says no.

      Then says, "Maybe toast."

      Helen does not celebrate this. Helen is clever. She only reaches for the bread.

      Ella sits at the table.

      The phone is upstairs.

      This is unbearable and also good.

      Helen puts bread in the toaster.

      "Drawing?"

      "Yeah."

      "Good?"

      "I don't know."

      Helen turns around.

      Ella is looking at the table.

      This answer is new. Across the autumn the answers have been yeah or maybe or it's fine or you wouldn't get it. I don't know is different. It is not refusal. It is not offering either. It is a door not fully shut.

      Helen says, "Different?"

      Ella looks up.

      "Yeah."

      The toaster clicks.

      Both of them flinch slightly, because the house has become over-interpreted.

      Helen butters the toast.

      "Different how?"

      Ella regrets having begun.

      She also does not.

      "I made something of him," she says.

      Helen's hand stops over the plate.

      Not visibly enough, perhaps, for Ella to catch if Ella were not watching. But Ella is watching.

      "Him," Helen says.

      "Not him him."

      "No?"

      "I don't know him him."

      "No."

      "The voice. The reader. Whatever."

      Helen puts the toast in front of her.

      Ella takes it.

      "What did you make?"

      Ella bites the toast. Chews. Swallows.

      "Water."

      Helen sits opposite her.

      "Water?"

      "Sort of. A body made of water. Or turning into water. I don't know."

      Helen nods.

      Her face is arranged carefully. Ella can see the arrangement. She appreciates the effort and resents needing it.

      "And the poem?" Helen asks.

      Ella looks at her.

      Helen has asked too quickly.

      They both know it.

      "Mum."

      "Sorry."

      "You can't do that."

      "I know."

      "Do you?"

      "Yes."

      "You keep saying that."

      "Because I keep knowing things and doing them anyway."

      Ella almost smiles.

      The almost-smile goes.

      Helen waits.

      Ella looks at the toast.

      Then, because the question is too large to hold alone and because she has already posted it and because somewhere upstairs the phone is lying face down with the question now in the world, she says, "I asked if he was real."

      Helen says nothing.

      The kitchen changes.

      Not dramatically. Not in a way anyone outside the house would know. But something takes one step closer.

      Ella hears it.

      Helen hears it.

      The toast sits on the plate between them.

      Helen says, very carefully, "That seems like an important question."

      Ella looks at her sharply, ready to defend it.

      Helen does not attack.

      "It is," Ella says.

      "Yes."

      "Don't say it like that."

      "Like what?"

      "Like you're scared."

      Helen looks at her daughter.

      "I am scared."

      This is the wrong answer.

      It is also the only answer Helen can bear to give.

      Ella pulls back.

      "You don't have to be."

      "I know you want that to be true."

      "It is true."

      "Okay."

      "No, Mum. It is. He's not—" She stops.

      "What?"

      "Bad."

      Helen's throat tightens.

      "No?"

      "No."

      "How do you know?"

      Ella looks away.

      "I know how he writes."

      Helen closes her eyes for half a second.

      When she opens them, Ella is watching.

      "You hate that."

      "I don't hate that."

      "You do."

      "I'm frightened by it."

      "Same thing."

      "No," Helen says. "It isn't."

      Ella folds her arms.

      Helen can see the girl closing and stops pushing.

      "Sorry," she says.

      Ella looks down at the plate.

      "I asked because I need to know."

      Helen says nothing.

      "I know he's real in the work," Ella says. "That's not what I mean."

      Helen feels the sentence enter her.

      "What do you mean?"

      Ella's hand moves to the edge of the plate. Turns it slightly. Straightens it. Turns it back.

      "I mean, is there a person there? Or is it just the reading?"

      Helen's eyes sting unexpectedly.

      This is the question. Not are you a boy. Not are you safe. Not are you lying. Ella has gone under all of that.

      Is there a person there?

      Helen does not know how to answer because any answer she gives will either lie or wound or pretend knowledge she does not have.

      So she says, "That's a fair thing to ask."

      Ella nods, once.

      This helps.

      Then the phone upstairs vibrates.

      The sound is faint through the ceiling.

      Both of them hear it.

      The whole kitchen stops.

      Ella's face changes so quickly Helen almost cannot bear it. Fear first. Then wanting. Then the effort not to show wanting. Then the failure of the effort.

      "It might not be him," Helen says.

      Ella looks at her.

      "I know."

      Neither moves.

      The phone vibrates again.

      Ella stands.

      The chair scrapes back.

      Helen says, "Ella."

      Ella stops at the doorway.

      "What?"

      Helen has no right sentence.

      All the possible sentences are wrong.

      Don't let him decide you. Wrong.

      Remember you don't know him. Wrong.

      You are allowed to want the answer. Also wrong, or too right.

      Helen says, "Come back down after."

      Ella looks at her.

      The sentence is small enough to accept.

      "Okay," she says.

      She goes upstairs.

      Helen sits alone in the kitchen with the toast on the plate and the question in the ceiling above her.

      Are you real?

      She knows Echo Boy will answer.

      That is the fear.

      Upstairs, Ella closes her bedroom door but not all the way.

      The phone is on the desk, face up now because it has moved itself in her mind while she was downstairs.

      The notification is there.

      ech.o.boy commented on your post.

      She stands in the middle of the room.

      For the first time since he came back, she is afraid to open it.

      This is new.

      The question has changed the answer before the answer has arrived.

      She picks up the phone.

      Her thumb hovers.

      She thinks: please.

      She thinks: don't.

      She opens it.

      The post fills the screen.

      The water-body.

      The green seeds.

      The mouth under the surface.

      The poem.

      I have been making a body for the voice. It keeps turning back into water. Are you real?

      His comment is beneath it.

      Three lines.

      Some voices are real before they are bodies. Some bodies arrive too late. But yes.

      She reads it.

      The room goes very still.

      Some voices are real before they are bodies.

      She reads the second line.

      Some bodies arrive too late.

      She does not understand it.

      She understands it completely.

      But yes.

      The yes is the thing.

      The yes enters before caution can stop it.

      He is real.

      He has said he is real.

      Not a boy. Not a name. Not a face. Not yet. But real. The voice is attached to something. Somewhere there is a body, arriving too late, whatever that means. Somewhere there is a person who has answered the question.

      She sits on the bed.

      Reads it again.

      Some bodies arrive too late.

      The line troubles her.

      Good.

      It should trouble her.

      But yes.

      The yes shines brighter than the trouble.

      She presses the heart.

      Then she replies.

      She should not.

      Some part of her knows she should not. Not yet. Not this quickly. Not under the post where everyone can see. But the exchange has already crossed into speech and the question has already been answered and the room has already changed twice and the body is moving faster than the mind can make laws for it.

      She writes:

      then come closer

      She stares at it.

      No.

      Too much.

      She deletes it.

      Her heart is hammering.

      She writes:

      i knew it

      Deletes it.

      Writes:

      where are you?

      Deletes it so quickly the words almost do not exist.

      She puts the phone down on the bed and stands.

      Walks to the desk.

      Back to the bed.

      Picks the phone up.

      The comment is still there.

      But yes.

      She writes one word.

      good

      She looks at it.

      Small. Stupid. Safe-ish. Not safe. Nothing is safe.

      She posts it.

      good

      The word appears beneath his.

      She sits with it.

      It is not enough.

      It is more than enough.

      Downstairs, Helen has opened the laptop.

      She sees the comment.

      Some voices are real before they are bodies. Some bodies arrive too late. But yes.

      The room goes cold around her.

      Bodies.

      The word is the problem.

      Bodies arrive too late.

      Helen reads it again.

      This is not a boy's sentence.

      The thought appears before she can stop it.

      Not because boys cannot write well. Not because boys cannot be strange or tender or pretentious or old in the mouth when they want to be. She has known enough boys, edited enough young writers, taught enough sentences to herself to know better than that.

      But this.

      Some bodies arrive too late.

      It has age in it.

      Not wisdom. Age.

      Regret.

      Helen puts one hand flat on the table.

      The laptop light shines up at her.

      Upstairs, a floorboard moves.

      Ella is moving again.

      Alive again.

      Further away.

      Helen reads the comment a third time.

      But yes.

      Then Ella's reply appears.

      good

      Helen stares at the word.

      One word from her daughter.

      One word to him.

      The thread is no longer commentary. It is conversation.

      Helen closes the laptop.

      Opens it again.

      The comment remains.

      The reply remains.

      Bodies arrive too late.

      Helen picks up her phone.

      Greg.

      She almost calls him.

      She does not.

      Not yet.

      In his flat, Greg is standing at the kitchen sink with both hands braced against the counter.

      The laptop is open behind him.

      The comment has been posted.

      He had written six versions.

      The first:

      Yes.

      Too much.

      The second:

      I am real in the only way I can be here.

      Obscene.

      The third:

      The voice is real. The body is complicated.

      Worse.

      The fourth:

      Some voices are real before they are bodies.

      He had stopped there.

      The line frightened him because it was true.

      He added the second because the first was not enough and because some part of him, the part still capable of punishment, wanted the answer to carry damage.

      Some bodies arrive too late.

      He had looked at that line for a long time.

      Too late for what?

      For fatherhood. For the room. For the childhood. For the person she needed before she had to make one in his place.

      He did not write any of that.

      He wrote:

      But yes.

      Then posted.

      Now he stands at the sink.

      The comment is out there.

      He has answered the question.

      Are you real?

      Yes.

      Not with his name. Not with his face. Not with the truth. But yes.

      He has crossed another line and called it a bridge.

      The laptop makes a sound.

      He turns.

      Ella has replied.

      good

      He grips the edge of the sink.

      The word is unbearable.

      Not because it is passionate.

      Because it is ordinary.

      Good.

      A small word a child says when reassured. A small word a girl says when pretending not to have been terrified. A small word that has crossed from her room to his flat and entered him more cleanly than any declaration could have done.

      He says, to the empty kitchen, "No."

      Then, quieter, "No."

      The laptop waits.

      The word remains.

      good

      He closes the laptop.

      This time, he does not reopen it.

      In Helen's kitchen, Helen sits with her phone in her hand and Greg's name on the screen.

      In Ella's room, Ella lies back on the bed and holds the phone against her chest.

      In Mira's room, Mira reads the new exchange from an account with no picture and feels the shape of her theory begin to rot.

      In Jamie's room, Jamie opens the post and sees the line about bodies arriving too late and does not know why it makes him think of Mr Martin standing in the doorway of the music room with a folder in his hand, listening to a fourth bar that was not his.

      The account is alive.

      The voice has said it is real.

      The room has changed again.

    
  
    
      Chapter 35

      Because It Would Be Weird

      Greg goes back to school on Thursday. He has been off for two days with flu, which is what the system says and what Sarah says when she sees him in the corridor at eight twenty and puts one hand briefly on his arm.

      "You look awful."

      "Thanks."

      "No, I mean you look like you've had flu."

      "I have."

      "You still look awful."

      "Supportive."

      "You're welcome."

      She is carrying a stack of Year 8 exercise books against her hip and has a coffee in one hand and the permanent expression of a woman who has understood, long ago, that schools are held together by caffeine, photocopying, and denial.

      "Go home if you need to," she says.

      "I'm fine."

      "You're not, but fine."

      She moves on.

      Greg stands in the corridor for a moment after she has gone.

      The school is doing the morning thing. Doors opening. Lockers slamming. A shout from somewhere too close. Someone laughing as if laughter has no cost. Wet coats. Floor polish. The smell of bodies not yet fully awake. The sound of a hundred young people arriving in the building with all their futures still disorderly and intact.

      He has not wanted to come in.

      He has come in because not coming in has become worse.

      At home there is the laptop.

      At home there is the account.

      At home there is the wine on the rack and the piano closed and the sentence in the blank document he has typed twice and deleted twice and typed once more and left there without saving.

      I need to tell Helen.

      At school there are rooms and bells and children who require him to be a person with a timetable.

      This is useful.

      This is terrible.

      He opens the music block at eight thirty-one.

      The cleaner has already been. The room smells faintly of floor solution and brass and rain. The piano is closed. The keyboards are lined up against the wall. On the board, yesterday's rhythm exercise is still half-written because the cover teacher has not erased it properly.

      Greg puts his bag down.

      He does not open the piano.

      This is new enough that he notices it and old enough now that noticing it has become another kind of failure.

      At nine, Year 10 arrive.

      At ten, Year 8.

      At eleven twenty, a Year 12 composition group.

      He teaches.

      Or does the set of actions that pass for teaching when the person performing them has left most of himself elsewhere. He hears himself say syncopation. He hears himself say development. He hears himself say listen to the bass line, no, actually listen, not just wait near it until I stop talking.

      They laugh at the right places.

      The lessons happen.

      At lunch he does not go to the staffroom.

      He goes to the small practice room behind the main classroom and sits with the light off.

      This lasts seven minutes.

      Then there is a knock.

      Greg looks at the door.

      "Yes?"

      Jamie opens it halfway.

      "Sorry, sir."

      Greg sits up.

      "Jamie."

      "Didn't know you were in here."

      "No. It's fine."

      Jamie does not come in.

      He has the guitar case over one shoulder and the loop pedal in one hand. His coat is still on though he has been in the building since morning. His hair is damp at the ends from rain or sweat or weather generally. There is something cautious in him now. Greg sees it immediately and does not know whether the caution is new or whether he is only noticing it because everything is now evidence.

      "You need the room?" Greg asks.

      "I was going to use it, but it's fine."

      "No, take it."

      "You sure?"

      "Yes."

      Greg stands.

      Jamie shifts back to let him pass.

      They are too close for half a second in the doorway. Guitar case. Coat. Youth. The smell of rain and Lynx and the faint metallic smell of strings.

      Greg pauses.

      He should leave.

      He does not.

      "You playing the phrase?" he asks.

      Jamie looks at him.

      "What phrase?"

      Greg almost smiles.

      "The phrase."

      Jamie looks down.

      "Bit."

      "I heard you changed the fourth bar."

      Jamie's face tightens.

      "Yeah."

      "It's good."

      "Thanks."

      The word is not thankful.

      Greg hears this.

      The corridor outside the practice room is empty. Lunch is happening elsewhere, in the hall and the yard and the sixth-form room and all the places where young people go to be louder than they are alone. Here, there is only the practice room, the closed piano inside it, the guitar on Jamie's shoulder, the question Greg has not yet admitted he has come to ask.

      He says, "Do you have a minute?"

      Jamie looks wary now.

      "Yeah."

      Greg gestures back into the room.

      Jamie enters first. Greg follows.

      The practice room is small. Upright piano against one wall. Two chairs. A music stand bent slightly at the neck. A poster about safe volume levels curling at the edges. A high window with rain moving down it in narrow lines. The room has seen too many scales and not enough fresh air.

      Jamie puts the loop pedal on the chair but keeps the guitar case on his shoulder.

      This is not nothing.

      Greg notices.

      "You can put that down," he says.

      "I'm all right."

      Greg nods.

      He stands beside the piano and rests one hand on the lid.

      For a moment neither of them speaks.

      Jamie says, "Is this about the composition?"

      "No."

      "Right."

      Greg hears the alarm in the word.

      The boy is ready for something. A reprimand, perhaps. A conversation about attendance or coursework or the fact his last submission had been three days late and sounded, as Greg had written in the margin, like three better ideas trying not to speak to each other.

      It would be easier to talk about that.

      He does not.

      "That account," Greg says.

      Jamie's face stills.

      Greg hates himself before he has finished the sentence.

      Jamie says, "What account?"

      "The art one. The one you mentioned."

      Silence.

      The rain moves against the window.

      Jamie looks at the floor.

      "amouthfulofcherries?"

      Greg nods once.

      "Yes."

      Jamie's hand tightens on the guitar strap.

      "What about it?"

      There is still time not to do this.

      Greg knows this in the way people know, too late, that there was a turning three minutes earlier and they walked past it.

      "I wondered," Greg says, "whether you still followed it."

      Jamie looks up.

      The look is sharper now.

      "Why?"

      "Curiosity."

      "That's a weird thing to be curious about, sir."

      Good, Greg thinks.

      Good.

      The boy has sensed something wrong.

      He should stop.

      He says, "You said it was good."

      "It is."

      "You were right."

      Jamie says nothing.

      Greg looks at the piano lid. His hand is still on it. The wood is cold.

      "I looked at it," he says.

      Jamie's expression changes.

      This is the first true danger of the scene.

      "You did?"

      "You told me the name."

      "Yeah, but—"

      "I was curious."

      Jamie looks at him.

      The but remains unfinished in the room.

      Greg says, "You were right. She's very good."

      "She is."

      The she is careful. Not the account. Not the work. She.

      Greg hears it.

      Something unpleasant moves through him.

      Not jealousy exactly. Jealousy is too simple and too young a word for it. What he feels is closer to seeing someone stand in a doorway that belongs to them by right and realising he has been entering the room through a window.

      Jamie is allowed to say she.

      Greg is not.

      Greg says, "Do you ever comment?"

      Jamie's whole body changes.

      "No."

      The answer is immediate.

      Greg's throat tightens.

      "No?"

      "No."

      "Why not?"

      Jamie looks at him as if the question is indecent.

      "Because it would be weird."

      There.

      The sentence enters Greg and stops.

      Because it would be weird.

      Not illegal. Not harmful. Not complicated. Not a matter of ethics and age and anonymity and fatherhood and longing and art and grief and everything Greg has built into a cathedral so he can get lost in it.

      Weird.

      A boy's word.

      An accurate word.

      Greg's hand stays on the piano.

      Jamie is still looking at him.

      "What?" Jamie says.

      "Nothing."

      "You look like I said something."

      "You did."

      "Right."

      Jamie shifts the guitar case again.

      "It would be weird," he says, as if Greg has not understood. "Because she knows me. Sort of. She'd have to see me after."

      Greg closes his eyes.

      Not long.

      Long enough.

      When he opens them, Jamie is watching.

      "She'd have to see you after," Greg says.

      "Yeah."

      "And that matters."

      Jamie frowns.

      "Obviously."

      Obviously.

      The word is worse than weird.

      Greg nods.

      "Yes."

      Jamie looks uncomfortable now, but also less defensive. He has answered the question in the way teenagers sometimes answer adult questions when they do not know they have just said the only morally coherent thing in the room.

      Greg says, "What if someone didn't know you?"

      Jamie's caution returns.

      "What?"

      "If the person didn't know who you were. Would that make it easier?"

      Jamie studies him.

      "Easier?"

      "To say something."

      Jamie looks toward the window.

      Rain. Glass. The strip of grey sky above the sports hall.

      "I guess."

      Greg waits.

      Jamie turns back.

      "But that's sort of the point, isn't it?"

      "What is?"

      "That it's easier."

      Greg feels the room narrow.

      Jamie says, "If they don't know who you are, you can say stuff you wouldn't say if you had to stand there afterwards."

      Greg says nothing.

      Jamie gives a small, embarrassed laugh.

      "I mean, that's literally the internet."

      "Yes."

      "But also that's why it's… I don't know."

      "Weird?"

      Jamie looks at him.

      "Yeah."

      The word comes differently this time.

      Not teenage shorthand.

      Judgement.

      Greg looks away.

      The practice room is too small now. The air has gone used. The poster about safe volume is peeling at the corner. He wants to open the window and knows the window will only open two inches and let in the rain.

      Jamie says, "Is this about Echo Boy?"

      Greg looks back too quickly.

      Jamie sees it.

      There is no way he does not see it.

      "What?"

      Jamie's face has gone pale in patches.

      "Echo Boy," he says.

      Greg's hand leaves the piano lid.

      "Why would it be about Echo Boy?"

      "I don't know."

      The answer is not convincing.

      Greg says, "Do people think you're Echo Boy?"

      Jamie's laugh is immediate and unhappy.

      "Apparently."

      "Who?"

      "Doesn't matter."

      "Mira?"

      Jamie looks at him.

      The name has done more than Greg meant it to.

      Greg should not know Mira. Not really. He knows of her. She is in the sixth-form centre. Violin. Capable. Troubled, perhaps. He has seen her in rehearsals. He has heard enough from other staff. He has no reason to place her inside this conversation as quickly as he has.

      Jamie hears the speed.

      "Yeah," Jamie says slowly. "Mira."

      Greg says nothing.

      Jamie's eyes narrow.

      "She thought I was him."

      "And you're not."

      "No."

      "Of course."

      Jamie looks at him.

      "Of course?"

      Greg hears the mistake.

      "I mean, I know you're not."

      "How?"

      Because I am.

      The sentence appears in Greg's mind so clearly it might as well have been spoken by someone standing behind him.

      He says, "Because you just told me."

      Jamie does not look convinced.

      For the first time, Greg is afraid of him.

      Not of Jamie as a person. Of the boy's attention. Of youth when it is sharp. Of the fact that Jamie has no reason to protect Greg from the shape appearing in the room.

      Jamie says, "I did think about commenting."

      Greg says nothing.

      Jamie looks down.

      "I didn't."

      "No."

      "I wrote something and deleted it."

      "What?"

      Jamie's face closes.

      "Doesn't matter."

      "What did you write?"

      Jamie looks at him then, and for a strange second the scene reverses. Jamie is the one holding something back. Jamie is the one with a private sentence. Jamie is the one who has written and not posted and kept the words where they cannot do damage.

      "It was just a thing," Jamie says.

      Greg waits.

      Jamie sighs.

      "I wrote, you don't need him to answer for it to be true."

      Greg closes his eyes again.

      This time he cannot hide what the sentence does to him.

      Jamie sees it.

      "Sir?"

      Greg opens his eyes.

      "That's good," he says.

      Jamie almost laughs.

      "It's not a song."

      "No."

      "It was just—"

      "It's good."

      Jamie looks away.

      "I didn't post it."

      "Why?"

      "We've literally just done this."

      "Yes."

      "Because it would be weird."

      Greg nods.

      Jamie says, quieter, "And because it wasn't my place."

      The practice room is silent.

      There it is.

      The second blade.

      Not my place.

      Greg feels something inside him give way. Not fully. Not enough. But something.

      He has been looking, without admitting he has been looking, for a way to move the position. To imagine Jamie inside it. Jamie as the real boy. Jamie as the allowed body. Jamie as the answer that could continue without sin. He had not planned to ask him outright. He had not planned anything. But the thought had been there: Jamie could answer. Jamie could be the reader. Jamie could stand where Greg cannot stand and give Ella what Greg must stop giving.

      Now Jamie has named the thing Greg has not been able to name.

      Not my place.

      Jamie has no idea what he has done.

      Greg turns away.

      He looks at the high window.

      Rain has thickened. The glass makes the outside world into streaks.

      "Sir," Jamie says.

      Greg does not turn back immediately.

      When he does, Jamie is watching him with something like fear.

      "Are you okay?" Jamie asks.

      The question is so absurd in the room that Greg almost laughs.

      Instead he says, "No."

      Jamie goes still.

      It is the first honest answer Greg has given him.

      Possibly the first honest answer he has given anyone in days.

      "No," Greg says again, because the first no has opened a small terrible appetite for truth. "I'm not."

      Jamie looks towards the door.

      Not because he wants to leave. Because he is sixteen and an adult has just said no in a room that is too small.

      Greg sees this and stops.

      "I'm sorry," he says. "That wasn't fair."

      "It's okay."

      "It isn't."

      Jamie says nothing.

      Greg picks up the loop pedal from the chair and gives it to him.

      Jamie takes it.

      Their hands do not touch.

      "You should go to lunch," Greg says.

      "Lunch is basically over."

      "Then you should go to whatever you're late for."

      Jamie nods.

      He moves toward the door.

      At the doorway he stops.

      "Sir?"

      Greg looks at him.

      Jamie's face is uncertain. The boy is deciding whether to ask the question. Greg knows he is deciding because Greg has spent twenty years watching students decide whether to risk the sentence that will change the temperature of a room.

      Jamie says, "When I told you about the account."

      Greg's body goes cold.

      Jamie does not finish.

      He does not need to.

      The question is there.

      When I told you about the account.

      Greg says, "Yes?"

      Jamie looks at him.

      "Nothing."

      Greg should let him go.

      He does.

      Jamie leaves.

      The door closes behind him.

      Greg stands alone in the practice room.

      The rain moves down the glass.

      From somewhere in the building, a bell sounds.

      Not the end of the day. Not yet. Only the next part of the day telling the previous part to stop.

      Greg sits on the chair Jamie has left empty.

      He puts both hands over his face.

      Because it would be weird.

      She'd have to see me after.

      It wasn't my place.

      The sentences arrange themselves in him one by one.

      Teenage sentences.

      Small enough to fit through the locked places.

      He lowers his hands.

      The room is still the room. The piano is still closed. The poster is still peeling. The rain is still on the window.

      Everything in the room is what it was.

      Except the possible exit has closed.

      Jamie cannot be Echo Boy.

      No one can be Echo Boy.

      Echo Boy is not a role that can be handed to a better boy.

      Echo Boy is the wound.

      Greg sits there until the bell has finished ringing.

      Then he takes out his phone.

      He opens Helen's name.

      For a long time he does not type.

      Then he writes:

      I need to tell you something.

      He looks at the sentence.

      He does not send it.

      Not yet.

      He locks the phone.

      In the corridor, Jamie walks fast.

      He does not know where he is going until he reaches the stairs and realises he has taken the wrong turn for the common room. He stops on the landing, one hand on the rail, guitar case banging lightly against the wall behind him.

      His heart is going too fast.

      He takes out his phone.

      Marcus has messaged.

      hey, you alive?

      Jamie stares at it.

      He types:

      something is wrong with mr martin

      Then deletes it.

      Types:

      i need to ask you something later

      Sends.

      Marcus replies:

      that sounds ominous and also i am eating a sausage roll

      Jamie almost smiles.

      Almost.

      Then he looks back toward the music corridor.

      The thought has caught him now.

      Not fully.

      But enough.

      Mr Martin had asked for the account name.

      Echo Boy had arrived after that.

      Mr Martin had been playing differently since September.

      Mr Martin knew Mira's name too quickly.

      Mr Martin had looked at the sentence you don't need him to answer for it to be true as if it had cut him somewhere old.

      No.

      Jamie stands on the landing with the phone in his hand and refuses the thought.

      Below him, the building goes on.

      Above him, someone starts playing scales.

      The thought waits.

      It has learned from Echo Boy.

      It can wait.

    
  
    
      Chapter 36

      The Word She Did Not Want

      Helen waits until Ella is asleep. This is not true. Helen waits until the house has made the sounds that usually mean Ella is asleep. The bathroom tap. The floorboard outside the bedroom. The soft closing of the door, not fully closed, because the door has not been fully closed since Echo Boy came back. Then the quiet after it. The kind of quiet that might be sleep and might only be a seventeen-year-old lying awake in the dark with the phone beside her and the whole weather of her body turned towards a screen.

      Helen waits for that.

      Then she opens the laptop.

      The kitchen is dark except for the small lamp above the cooker and the light from the screen. She has left the main light off because the main light makes the kitchen too much itself. Too white. Too awake. Too full of plates and post and ordinary things. The lamp leaves the corners alone.

      The account is still open.

      amouthfulofcherries.

      The newest post loads slowly.

      The water-body.

      The figure half-made of stain and green seeds and the suggestion of a face that will not hold. The lower part dissolving into current. The hand reaching up, or not up, not exactly, but toward something the page cannot show. The mouth visible under the surface.

      Helen reads the poem again.

      I have been making a body for the voice. It keeps turning back into water. Are you real?

      She has read it six times already.

      Seven.

      She does not want to read it an eighth time.

      She reads it.

      Then the comment.

      Some voices are real before they are bodies. Some bodies arrive too late. But yes.

      Helen sits very still.

      There are sentences that behave like rooms. You can enter them once and think you know where the walls are. You can enter them again and find there is a door you missed. You can enter them a third time and understand, too late, that the room was not built for you to leave it unchanged.

      Some bodies arrive too late.

      She reads that line alone.

      Not the first line. Not the yes. The middle.

      The middle is where the trouble is.

      The first line is clever. Too clever perhaps, but clever in the way Echo Boy is often clever. Some voices are real before they are bodies. It is the kind of sentence that gives Ella permission to believe in the voice without having the person. It is exactly the kind of sentence Ella would love. Helen can see that. She can see her daughter reading it, can see the face, the quick intake, the relief.

      The third line is the answer. But yes. It is simple and fatal. Yes, I am real. Yes, there is someone here. Yes, the voice has a body somewhere.

      But the middle line.

      Some bodies arrive too late.

      That is not a boy's line.

      Helen does not allow the thought to finish.

      She scrolls up.

      Older posts. Older comments.

      The chair.

      The room is not the old room. The leaving is in it now. So is the return.

      She scrolls.

      The open figure.

      I saw it. Some gifts are too true to touch quickly. This one changed the room.

      She scrolls.

      The mouth.

      The mouth that says what the body wants is the rarest kind of mouth. The artist who draws the mouth is the artist who has learned to listen to it. Look again.

      She scrolls.

      The wrist.

      The veins are how the body sends what it has decided it cannot say. The artist has been deciding for some time. Look again.

      She scrolls.

      The collarbone.

      Some bodies are made of bones the artist has chosen. The line is the line because the artist has put it there. This is one of the careful ones.

      She scrolls back to the water.

      Some bodies arrive too late.

      No.

      Helen closes the laptop.

      The kitchen goes dark.

      For a few seconds she sits in the absence of the screen and watches the shape of it remain on the inside of her eyes.

      No, she thinks.

      Not because she knows the thought is wrong.

      Because she knows what happens if the thought is right.

      She opens the laptop again.

      The screen returns too brightly, as if pleased with itself.

      She begins at the beginning this time.

      Not the beginning of the account. Not the cherry-girl. She cannot go that far back yet. She begins with the first post after the silence because the silence is the hinge. The open figure. The gift. The no-answer. The breakdown in the kitchen. Ella in one sock. I made it for him and he left.

      Then the return.

      I saw it.

      Helen reads the line now as evidence.

      This is new.

      Until tonight, she has read Echo Boy as language. As effect. As presence. As harm. As help. As danger. Tonight, without deciding to, she starts reading him as evidence.

      I saw it.

      He knew what she needed. He knew the exact wound and put the exact word into it. Not I'm sorry. Not I was away. Not beautiful. Not even the older style of poetic response. I saw it. The sentence went directly to the place where Ella was bleeding.

      Some gifts are too true to touch quickly.

      The sentence dignified his absence. It took four days of hurt and made them meaningful.

      This one changed the room.

      The sentence made the whole episode part of the art.

      Helen's anger returns so quickly that she has to stand.

      She walks to the sink.

      The garden is dark through the window. Nothing in the glass but her own faint reflection. Forty-six years old. Hair loose. Face tired. Hand gripping the edge of the sink too hard.

      She thinks of the word she does not want.

      She does not let it arrive.

      Instead she thinks, he is manipulative.

      This is safer.

      Manipulative is unpleasant but manageable. Manipulative is a word for boys too. A seventeen-year-old can be manipulative. A gifted, damaged, over-intense boy can find exactly the right thing to say because he is vain, because he is needy, because he likes the power of it without fully understanding the power. Manipulative does not yet alter the house beyond recognition.

      She goes back to the laptop.

      The newest comment.

      Some voices are real before they are bodies. Some bodies arrive too late. But yes.

      She reads it like an editor.

      This is the mistake.

      As a mother, she has been afraid. As a woman, angry. As a former wife, faintly haunted by the texture of some of the sentences without yet wanting to know why.

      But as an editor, she is harder to fool.

      She reads for rhythm.

      She reads for age.

      She reads for what a sentence has lived through before arriving on the page.

      Some bodies arrive too late.

      A boy could write that.

      This is the first defence.

      A boy could. A clever boy. A dramatic boy. A boy who has read enough poetry and wants to sound older than his body feels. A boy could absolutely write a sentence with too much age in it because boys are often full of borrowed age. Helen knows this. She has edited enough sixth-form anthologies for Saltmarsh, enough student materials, enough sample essays where a seventeen-year-old tries on mortality like a coat three sizes too large.

      A boy could write that.

      But this does not feel borrowed.

      That is the problem.

      This does not feel like a boy trying on age.

      It feels like age trying not to show itself.

      Helen shuts the laptop again.

      The kitchen goes dark again.

      This time she does not open it immediately.

      Upstairs, a floorboard creaks.

      Helen looks at the ceiling.

      Nothing else.

      The house settles.

      She thinks of Ella saying: I know how he writes.

      The sentence had frightened her then.

      It frightens her more now.

      Because Ella is right.

      A person is in the writing.

      That does not mean the person is safe. It only means the person is there.

      Helen opens the laptop.

      She does not scroll this time.

      She opens Echo Boy's profile.

      Blank.

      No posts. No picture. No bio. A handle with dots in it. A following count so small it looks curated. A follower count that has grown across the autumn because people have begun following the voice that appears beneath Ella's work, but still nothing of him. No school, no friends, no face, no stupid teenage photos, no bad gig videos, no beach, no dog, no football shirt, no jokes, no body.

      A person made entirely of responses.

      Helen stares at the blank profile.

      The word arrives.

      Not loudly.

      Not dramatically.

      It arrives with the calm of a thing that has been waiting in the next room for some time and has finally opened the door.

      Grooming.

      Helen stands so quickly the chair legs scrape the floor.

      "No," she says.

      The word is out loud.

      The kitchen hears it.

      The house hears it.

      No one else does.

      She walks away from the laptop as if distance can undo the word.

      Grooming is the wrong word. Too blunt. Too ugly. Too outside-world. It belongs to safeguarding posters and police leaflets and newspaper stories and training sessions with bad PowerPoints. It does not belong in this kitchen with the basil pot and the cold mug and the daughter upstairs who has green under her thumbnail from making a water-body out of fruit.

      It is a flattening word.

      It is also the word.

      Helen goes back to the table.

      Sits.

      She makes herself look again.

      Anonymous account.

      No body.

      No age.

      No public life.

      Increasing intimacy.

      A teenage girl becoming dependent.

      A withdrawal that caused distress.

      A return that restored her.

      A question: are you real?

      An answer: yes.

      Helen's hand goes to her mouth.

      She has been grateful to him.

      This is the part that comes next.

      Not first. Not immediately. But now. She has been grateful to him. She has sat in this kitchen and read the comments and thought thank you, whoever you are. Thank you for reading her. Thank you for being there.

      Her own words come back with acid on them.

      Thank you for reading her.

      Helen bends forward over the table.

      For one second she thinks she might be sick.

      She is not.

      She breathes.

      The laptop waits.

      The account waits.

      The word stays.

      Grooming.

      She tries again to complicate it.

      He has not asked to meet her.

      As far as Helen knows.

      He has not asked for photographs.

      As far as Helen knows.

      He has not moved into private messages.

      As far as Helen knows.

      He has stayed under the work.

      As far as Helen knows.

      Each as far as Helen knows makes the room smaller.

      She opens the message thread on her phone.

      Greg.

      The last message is hers.

      The boy answered. She's better. I hate how relieved I am.

      His reply, hours later:

      Good. I'm glad she's better.

      She had read it at the time and thought it thin. But people are thin when they are frightened. Greg had always been thin in difficult messages. Too few words. Too much space around them.

      She looks at the screen.

      For a moment she considers calling.

      No.

      If she calls, she will hear his voice and may soften. Or sharpen. Either would be premature. She needs to put the thought somewhere before she can bear another person's voice.

      She types:

      I'm worried about Echo Boy.

      Deletes it.

      Too weak.

      She types:

      I think he may be older than we thought.

      Deletes it.

      We. As if they have been thinking together. As if this is a shared parental inquiry and not a failure she has been conducting privately for weeks.

      She types:

      I don't think he's a boy.

      She looks at it.

      Too strange. Too literary. Too much like something she would say after two glasses of wine about a sentence in a novel.

      Deletes it.

      The word is there.

      She does not want to use it.

      She has to.

      She types:

      I'm frightened this is grooming.

      She looks at the message.

      The sentence is obscene on the screen.

      Not because it is vulgar. Because it takes the whole strange autumn and makes it legible to the wrong authorities. It turns kiwi-green hollows and coffee-shadow and Echo Boy's careful comments and Ella's first real making into a case note. It drags the whole thing into the daylight and strips it of its beautiful wrongness until only danger remains.

      Helen hates the sentence.

      She believes it enough to send it.

      Her thumb hovers.

      She thinks of Ella upstairs, phone against her chest, believing that the voice has a body somewhere.

      She sends.

      The message leaves.

      Delivered.

      Helen puts the phone face down on the table.

      Then picks it up again immediately.

      No reply.

      Of course no reply. It has been four seconds.

      She stands.

      Sits.

      Stands again.

      The kitchen is too small for standing and sitting and waiting at once.

      At the other end of Brighton, Greg is still at the school.

      He is in the practice room.

      He has not left after Jamie.

      The day has ended around him. The corridors have emptied. The rain has eased. The building has entered the brief period after students and before cleaners when schools feel abandoned by the people they exist to contain.

      Greg sits on the chair Jamie left empty.

      His phone is in his hand.

      The unsent message to Helen is still on the screen.

      I need to tell you something.

      He has typed it and not sent it.

      He has unlocked the phone, read it, locked the phone, unlocked it again.

      Jamie's sentences are still in the room.

      Because it would be weird.

      She'd have to see me after.

      It wasn't my place.

      The possible exit has closed.

      Jamie cannot be Echo Boy.

      No one can be Echo Boy.

      Echo Boy is not a role.

      Echo Boy is the wound.

      The phone vibrates.

      Helen.

      The message appears above the unsent one.

      I'm frightened this is grooming.

      Greg reads it.

      For several seconds he does not understand the sentence.

      Not because the words are difficult.

      Because the sentence belongs to the outside world.

      The sentence belongs to meetings, protocols, safeguarding leads, police, mothers standing in kitchens with their hands shaking, men being named correctly enough that the beautiful complications burn away.

      Grooming.

      He says, "No."

      The word is small in the practice room.

      No.

      The first no is denial.

      The second no, when it comes, is something else.

      Because Helen does not know.

      Because Helen is imagining a stranger.

      Because Helen is imagining an adult man somewhere with no name and no face and no right.

      Because Helen is not wrong enough.

      That is the part that stops him.

      Not wrong enough.

      Greg looks at the message.

      I'm frightened this is grooming.

      Then at his own unsent line.

      I need to tell you something.

      The two sentences sit on the screen together.

      One above the other.

      There is no room between them.

      He presses send.

      The message goes.

      I need to tell you something.

      He stands.

      Sits.

      Stands again.

      The phone vibrates almost immediately.

      Helen:

      What?

      Greg looks at the word.

      What.

      The smallest adult demand.

      He types:

      I'm coming over.

      He sends it.

      Then, because that is not enough, because coming over leaves another gap in which cowardice can live, because he has lived in gaps for months, he types one more message.

      Don't wake Ella.

      He sends that too.

      The moment after sending it, he understands that the message has told Helen more than he meant to tell her.

      At the kitchen table, Helen reads:

      I need to tell you something.

      Then:

      I'm coming over.

      Then:

      Don't wake Ella.

      The house goes silent.

      Not quiet.

      Silent.

      Helen looks at the three messages.

      The first thought is impossible.

      The second is worse.

      She stands so quickly the chair falls backwards onto the floor.

      The sound cracks through the kitchen.

      Upstairs, a floorboard moves.

      Helen stands with the phone in her hand, staring at Greg's name on the screen.

      Don't wake Ella.

      Now she knows that whatever is coming is not about the boy.

      Or not only about the boy.

      The phone is shaking.

      No.

      She does not say it aloud this time.

      She does not have enough voice.

      Outside, somewhere down the road, a car passes through rainwater.

      The laptop remains open on the table.

      The water-body is still on the screen.

      Under it, Echo Boy's comment waits.

      Some voices are real before they are bodies. Some bodies arrive too late. But yes.

      Helen reads the line without meaning to.

      Bodies arrive too late.

      She understands nothing.

      She understands enough.

      Greg is already on his way.

    
  
    
      Chapter 37

      It's Me

      Greg arrives at nine forty-three. Helen knows because she is standing in the hallway when he knocks and the phone is in her hand and the phone says 21:43 and the house is silent in a way she will remember for years.

      She has not moved far from the hallway since the messages.

      I need to tell you something.

      I'm coming over.

      Don't wake Ella.

      She had picked up the chair from the kitchen floor. That was the first thing. The chair had fallen when she stood too quickly, and the sound had gone through the house like an accusation. She had looked up. Waited. A floorboard had moved above her. Then nothing.

      She had picked up the chair.

      She had closed the laptop.

      She had opened it again.

      She had closed it.

      The water-body remained in her mind when the screen went dark. The half-face. The green seeds. The mouth under the surface. The question.

      Are you real?

      Then his answer.

      Some voices are real before they are bodies. Some bodies arrive too late. But yes.

      The house holds those lines now. They are in the kitchen, in the hallway, in the space under Ella's door where the light has gone out. Helen has the feeling, absurd and physical, that if she turns on the wrong lamp the words will be written somewhere on the wall.

      The knock comes again.

      Not louder.

      Greg never knocks loudly. Even at the worst times he has had this politeness, this controlled entry into rooms where he has already done damage.

      Helen opens the door.

      Greg is on the step.

      He has no umbrella. His coat is wet at the shoulders. His face is not pale now but emptied, as if the colour has moved somewhere deeper and taken the rest of him with it. He looks past her, up the stairs.

      "Is she asleep?"

      Helen does not answer.

      He looks back at her.

      "Helen."

      She steps aside.

      He comes in.

      This time he does not take his shoes off.

      This is wrong.

      He looks down, notices, bends slightly as if to remove them.

      "Leave them," Helen says.

      He straightens.

      The old domestic rule dies there, quietly, on the mat.

      Helen closes the door.

      For a moment they stand in the hallway exactly where they stood two nights before, when he came as the other adult, the father, the summoned person, the man who was supposed to help her understand what had happened to their daughter.

      The house is the same.

      It is not the same.

      "Kitchen," Helen says.

      He follows her.

      The kitchen is dim. Only the cooker light and the small lamp on the sideboard. The laptop is closed on the table. Helen has placed it exactly in the centre, not because she meant to but because after closing it the second time she could not bear to leave it at an angle. The phone is beside it. The cold mug from earlier is still by the sink. The chair Ella sat in is pushed in now because Helen pushed it in and then regretted pushing it in because the room looked too neat, too managed, too prepared for a conversation no room could be prepared for.

      Greg stands just inside the doorway.

      Helen sits.

      Greg does not.

      She looks at him.

      "Do you know who he is?"

      The question leaves no weather around it.

      Greg closes his eyes.

      "Yes."

      Helen's body receives the word before her mind does.

      Yes.

      A word she has heard all week. Ella's yes. Echo Boy's yes. But yes. Good. Yes. Words small enough to cross oceans and ruin houses.

      "Who?"

      Greg opens his eyes.

      He does not speak.

      Helen waits.

      The waiting lasts perhaps three seconds.

      It contains nine years.

      "Who?" she says again.

      Greg's mouth moves.

      No sound.

      Helen stands.

      "Greg."

      "It's me," he says.

      The room does not react.

      This is obscene, Helen thinks later. That the room does not react. That the light over the cooker stays on. That the laptop remains closed. That the fridge hums in the same small tone. That somewhere in the pipes a click passes through the wall. That the room does not split down the middle and show itself for what it has been holding.

      It's me.

      Helen looks at him.

      She looks at his wet coat. His hands. The small cut beside his thumbnail he always gets when the weather changes and the skin cracks. His face. The face she has known since 2007. The face she wanted in a bar on Western Road while he played piano and she thought I want him. The face of the man she married. The face that had bent over Ella as a baby. The face that had been gone and not gone and sometimes present and often missing for nine years.

      The face of Echo Boy.

      No.

      The mind rejects it.

      The body does not.

      The body knows before the mind can protect itself.

      Helen sits down again.

      Not because she wants to.

      Because her knees have changed.

      Greg says, "Helen—"

      "No."

      The word is quiet.

      He stops.

      Helen looks at the closed laptop.

      Then back at him.

      "No," she says again.

      Greg says nothing.

      There should be a question. There are hundreds. They crowd at the edge of her. How long. Why. Since when. Did you know. What did you think you were doing. Did you touch anything. Did you ask for anything. Did you watch her. Did you know she was breaking. Did you sit in this room while I said I could kill him. Did you let me say grooming. Did you answer are you real. Did you write bodies arrive too late. Did you write I saw it. Did you know what I had thanked you for. Did you know. Did you know. Did you know.

      Only one comes first.

      "How long?"

      Greg looks at the floor.

      "How long?"

      "Since August."

      Helen's hand goes to the table.

      She does not remember putting it there.

      "August."

      "Yes."

      "Since the first comments?"

      He does not answer quickly enough.

      Helen's face changes.

      "Greg."

      "Yes."

      The yes is almost soundless.

      Helen breathes in.

      The breath does not help.

      "You were there from the beginning."

      "Yes."

      "The cherry-girl."

      "Yes."

      "The troll."

      "Yes."

      "You wrote under the cherry-girl."

      "Yes."

      "You made the account because of that?"

      "I saw the comments. The cruel ones. I wrote because—"

      "No."

      He stops.

      "No because."

      He nods.

      Helen hears herself now. Her voice has gone very calm. This is not good. She knows that. She has heard this calm in herself at funerals and in hospital corridors and once, years ago, when Greg did not come home until morning and she already knew before he spoke that he had drunk through whatever promise he had made to himself that week.

      "How many comments?"

      "I don't know."

      "You don't know?"

      "A lot."

      "How many?"

      "I don't— Helen, I'd have to count."

      "Count in your head."

      He closes his eyes.

      "Dozens."

      "Dozens."

      "Yes."

      "Over months."

      "Yes."

      "Under our daughter's art."

      "Yes."

      She stands again.

      The chair moves back.

      He flinches.

      Good, she thinks.

      Good.

      The thought shocks her.

      She lets it.

      "Did you message her privately?"

      "No."

      The answer comes fast.

      "Did she message you?"

      "No."

      "Did you ask her to send you anything?"

      "No."

      "Did she send you anything?"

      "No."

      "Did you tell her anything about yourself?"

      "No."

      "Did you know every time that it was Ella?"

      Greg looks at her.

      The answer is already in his face.

      "Yes."

      The word enters the room differently.

      Helen puts both hands flat on the table and leans forward.

      "You knew every time."

      "Yes."

      "You knew it was your daughter."

      "Yes."

      "You knew she did not know it was you."

      "Yes."

      "You knew she was seventeen."

      "Yes."

      "You knew she was making work out of her body, her pain, her recovery, her—" Helen stops because the next word is too large and too intimate and belongs to Ella before it belongs to Helen's rage. "You knew."

      "Yes."

      "Say it properly."

      Greg looks at her.

      "Say it."

      "I knew."

      "No."

      He swallows.

      "I knew it was Ella."

      "And?"

      "I knew she didn't know it was me."

      Helen nods once.

      There.

      A fact. Not enough. Nothing will be enough. But a fact.

      "You sat here," she says.

      His face folds.

      Not dramatically. Not visibly to anyone who does not know him. But Helen knows him. She sees the fold.

      "You sat here while I showed you the post."

      "Yes."

      "You looked at it."

      "Yes."

      "You pretended to see it for the first time."

      "Yes."

      "You let me tell you she was heartbroken."

      "Yes."

      "You let me say I could kill him."

      Greg shuts his eyes.

      "Open your eyes."

      He does.

      "You let me hate a man who was sitting in front of me."

      "Yes."

      "You let me say grooming."

      His face changes.

      "I didn't—"

      "What?"

      "I didn't let you. I—"

      "You read the message."

      "Yes."

      "And then you decided to tell me because suddenly the word was too ugly to leave on someone else."

      "No."

      "No?"

      "I was going to tell you."

      "When?"

      He has no answer.

      "When, Greg?"

      "I don't know."

      "No."

      "I typed it."

      Helen laughs.

      One short sound.

      "You typed it."

      "I know."

      "You typed it."

      "I know."

      "Christ."

      She turns away from him.

      The sink. The window. The dark garden. Her own reflection faintly in the glass. Behind her, Greg standing in the kitchen in wet shoes. Upstairs, Ella asleep or not asleep, loved or betrayed or both, no longer protected by ignorance and not yet destroyed by knowledge.

      Helen grips the sink.

      The old thought arrives, stupidly.

      Her mother got herself to Brighton in 2008 and her father did not.

      Not now, she thinks.

      But memory is not polite. It arrives where it wants.

      Her father refusing to come to the wedding because Greg was mixed-race and then softening when Ella was born and dying when Ella was four and Helen forgiving him because forgiveness had been easier than carrying it.

      Forgiveness.

      No.

      Not that.

      Not here.

      Not now.

      She turns back.

      "Why?"

      Greg looks as if he has been waiting for this question and also praying it would not come.

      He says, "Because she was being hurt."

      Helen stares at him.

      He hears himself.

      "No. That's not— I mean, that's how it started. I saw the comments. Jamie showed me the account. I knew it was hers. I saw what they were saying. I wanted to stop it."

      "You could have called me."

      "Yes."

      "You could have told Ella."

      "Yes."

      "You could have reported the comments."

      "Yes."

      "You could have written as yourself."

      He says nothing.

      Helen steps toward him.

      "You could have been her father."

      The sentence lands.

      Greg's face changes in a way she has not seen before.

      She does not soften.

      "Instead you made a boy."

      "Yes."

      "Why?"

      His mouth opens.

      Closes.

      This is where the explanations live. She can see them assembling in him. Loneliness. Shame. The piano. The work. The fact Ella was making again. The fact he had been drinking less. The fact the comments helped. The fact he had not meant it to become what it became. The fact he was alive for the first time in years. The fact he had loved being needed. The fact, the fact, the fact.

      He says, "Because I could say things that way."

      Helen's throat tightens.

      "What things?"

      "The things I couldn't say as me."

      "To your daughter?"

      He nods.

      "Yes."

      The word is unbearable because it is true.

      Helen wants him to lie now.

      That surprises her.

      She wants him to lie because the truth has a human shape and she does not want his humanity in the room. She wants monstrosity. Monstrosity would be easier to throw out. Monstrosity would not have the face she once loved.

      "You built a relationship with her," she says.

      Greg says nothing.

      "Say no."

      He cannot.

      "Say no, Greg."

      He looks at her.

      "I can't."

      Helen's hand moves before the rest of her has decided.

      She slaps him.

      The sound is not large.

      It is shockingly domestic. Skin. Air. A small crack in a kitchen.

      Greg's head turns with it.

      Helen stands with her hand in the air for half a second after, not recognising it.

      Then lowers it.

      She has never hit him before.

      Not once.

      Not in drunkenness. Not in departure. Not in the nine years of arrangements and failures and disappointments and small attempts to do better. Never.

      Greg touches his cheek.

      Not theatrically. As if confirming the face is still there.

      Helen says, "Don't you dare make me the sort of woman who hits people."

      Greg drops his hand.

      "I'm sorry."

      "No."

      "I'm sorry."

      "No."

      He stops.

      The house is silent above them.

      Helen looks at the ceiling.

      Nothing.

      Ella has not woken. Or has woken and not moved. Or is listening. Or is not. The possibilities are all unbearable.

      Helen lowers her voice.

      "You do not contact her again."

      Greg nods.

      "Say it."

      "I won't contact her again."

      "Not one comment. Not one like. Not one nothing."

      "I won't."

      "You will give me the login."

      His eyes lift.

      "Yes."

      "Now."

      He takes out his phone.

      His hands are shaking.

      Good, Helen thinks again, and this time she does not recoil from the thought.

      He opens the password manager. Reads out the email. The password. The two-factor code when it arrives. Helen writes them down on the back of an envelope from the council tax office because paper is paper and the world does not arrange stationery for catastrophe.

      She logs in on her laptop.

      Echo Boy's account opens.

      No posts. No picture. No bio.

      Helen looks at it.

      The blankness is worse from inside.

      A person made entirely of responses.

      She clicks through. Comments. Activity. Notifications. Ella's account. The history of him under her work, line after line, the voice she had allowed into the house.

      She closes the laptop.

      Not because she is finished.

      Because if she looks longer she will do something worse than slap him.

      "Delete it," Greg says.

      Helen looks at him.

      "No."

      He blinks.

      "No?"

      "No."

      "Why?"

      "Because it is evidence."

      He flinches at the word.

      Good.

      "And because it is hers too. You don't get to erase the thing you used just because the consequences have arrived."

      Greg nods.

      He is crying now.

      Quietly.

      Helen hates him for this.

      She also knows the crying is real.

      This is another offence.

      "Did you love it?" she asks.

      He looks at her.

      The question has found the wrong room and therefore the right one.

      "Did you love being him?"

      Greg does not answer.

      Helen's face hardens.

      "Answer me."

      "Yes."

      The word comes apart.

      Helen feels something inside her go cold.

      "Did you love her?"

      He looks stricken.

      "She's my daughter."

      "That is not an answer."

      "I love her."

      "As Echo Boy."

      "Helen—"

      "As Echo Boy."

      He cannot answer.

      The silence answers.

      Helen steps back.

      "Oh my God."

      "No. Not like—"

      "Do not finish that sentence."

      He stops.

      "If you say not like that to me in my kitchen with my daughter upstairs, I will wake her just so she can hear what a coward sounds like."

      Greg covers his mouth with one hand.

      Helen's voice drops.

      "You do not get to choose the category of the harm."

      He lowers his hand.

      "You don't get to say what kind it was because the kind you meant feels less ugly to you."

      He nods.

      "No," Helen says. "Don't nod like a good student. Listen."

      He looks at her.

      "You used a false body to enter her life."

      The sentence is exact.

      They both feel it.

      "You used a false age. A false distance. A false safety. You let her become attached to something that did not exist."

      "I existed."

      The words come before he can stop them.

      Helen looks at him.

      The room stops.

      Greg closes his eyes.

      There.

      There it is.

      The defence at the bottom of everything.

      Helen says, very quietly, "Get out."

      Greg opens his eyes.

      "Helen— please."

      "No."

      "Please."

      "If you say please again, I will scream."

      He is silent.

      "You existed," she says.

      Her voice is low now, and shaking.

      "You existed, Greg. That is the whole horror. If you hadn't existed, if this had been some stupid boy with a poetry account and too much ego, she would survive it. She would cry, and she would hate him, and she would make something out of it one day. But you existed. You were real. You were her father. And you used the one thing she needed from you — the fact that you could see her — from behind a mask."

      Greg is crying properly now.

      She does not care.

      Or cares and hates that too.

      "Get out."

      "I need to tell her."

      Helen moves toward him so quickly he steps back.

      "You do not decide that."

      "She has to know."

      "Yes. She has to know. But not because you need to be relieved of it."

      He looks as if the sentence has taken the bones from him.

      Helen continues.

      "You do not go upstairs. You do not text her. You do not post. You do not make one more beautiful wound and call it honesty."

      Greg whispers, "I know."

      "No. You don't. But you will."

      She walks to the hallway.

      He follows because there is nowhere else.

      At the front door, he stops.

      For one second, he looks up the stairs.

      Helen sees him.

      "Don't."

      He looks back at her.

      "I love her."

      Helen almost laughs.

      Not because it is funny.

      Because it is insufficient to the point of obscenity.

      "Yes," she says. "That may be the worst part."

      He takes that.

      She opens the door.

      The night is wet and cold.

      He steps out.

      "Helen."

      She does not answer.

      "What do I do?"

      The question is so naked, so late, so useless, that for one second she sees the man in it. Not Echo Boy. Not the husband. Not the father. Just a man without a disguise, asking from the wreckage.

      She gives him the only answer she has.

      "Nothing."

      He looks at her.

      "You do nothing until I tell you otherwise."

      He nods.

      She hates the nod.

      "Go home."

      He goes.

      Helen closes the door.

      This time she locks it.

      The click is small.

      She stands with her hand on the lock.

      Upstairs, the house is still silent.

      She waits.

      Nothing.

      In the kitchen, the laptop is closed. The envelope with the password is on the table. Greg's mug from two nights ago is not there because she had washed it, and this absence suddenly feels unbearable.

      Helen sits on the bottom stair.

      She does not cry.

      Not yet.

      She listens to her daughter breathing somewhere above her in the dark, or imagines she does, and knows that by morning she will have to decide how to end the world.

    
  
    
      Chapter 38

      Access

      Helen changes the password at 10.31. This is the first thing she does after locking the door.

      No.

      This is not true.

      The first thing she does is stand in the hallway with one hand still on the lock and listen to Greg's footsteps move down the path, through the gate, onto the pavement, away from the house, away from Ella, away from the kitchen where he has said the thing that cannot be unsaid.

      The first thing she does is wait until she can no longer hear him.

      The second thing she does is check the stairs.

      Nothing.

      Ella does not move.

      Or moves and is too careful to be heard.

      The third thing Helen does is go back into the kitchen and look at the closed laptop.

      The fourth thing she does is not open it.

      The fifth thing she does is open it.

      The screen wakes.

      Echo Boy's account is still open.

      From inside, the blankness is worse.

      No posts. No picture. No bio. No history of a life. No badly lit café photographs. No friends tagging him in the background of ordinary afternoons. No dog. No room. No school. No beach. No stupid joke from three years ago that would prove a person had once existed in public without meaning to do harm.

      Only responses.

      Only the voice.

      A person made entirely of answers.

      Helen looks at the account and thinks: this is what he built.

      Not Greg. Not quite.

      Not the man in the wet coat who stood in her kitchen and said it's me.

      This.

      A clean little absence with a voice attached.

      She clicks into the settings.

      Her hand is steady now.

      This is worrying.

      Steadiness can mean control or shock or a part of the self deciding, without permission from the rest of the self, that there are things to be done and the doing must begin before the feeling does.

      She finds the password section.

      The current password is on the envelope.

      Greg had written nothing himself. He had recited the details and she had written them, quickly, on the back of the council tax envelope because it was the nearest paper. His voice had broken on the second set of numbers. She had asked him to repeat them. He had. She had written them down. That was all.

      The envelope is beside the laptop.

      Council Tax Reminder.

      A red strip along the top. The account password on the back in Helen's handwriting.

      There is something obscene about this too. The catastrophe written on the back of household administration. The secret life of her daughter and her ex-husband carried by the same paper as a reminder to pay the council.

      Helen types the current password.

      Then the new one.

      She does not think about the new one. She lets the password manager suggest a string of impossible characters and accepts it because no human should be able to remember the way back into this.

      The site asks whether she wants to log out of other devices.

      Yes.

      The button is blue.

      Small.

      Absurd.

      She clicks it.

      Somewhere in Brighton, if Greg has the account open, Echo Boy disappears from his device.

      This gives her no satisfaction.

      That surprises her.

      She had expected satisfaction, perhaps. A small click of justice. A digital lock turning. The false body taken from him. Instead she feels only the old new horror of being responsible for a door after someone else has used it to enter a room.

      She adds two-factor authentication to her phone.

      The code arrives.

      She types it.

      The account now belongs to her.

      No.

      That is wrong.

      The account does not belong to her.

      The account does not belong to Greg.

      The account cannot belong to Ella either, not cleanly, though so much of Ella is held in the wound it made.

      The account is evidence.

      That is the word she used to Greg.

      Because it is evidence.

      She had liked how the word hurt him.

      Now the word is hurting her too.

      Evidence of what?

      She scrolls.

      The activity history is there in pieces. Logins. Notifications. Comments. Likes. The little machine record of a person pretending to be a person. The account has no posts, but it has been everywhere under Ella's.

      Helen opens Ella's account from Echo Boy's notifications.

      Cherry-girl.

      She has not looked properly at cherry-girl for weeks. Not since the later work opened and deepened and drew her attention forward. The grid had become a sequence of becoming, and cherry-girl had become the beginning of it in the way beginnings sometimes become less visible because everything after them has grown so large.

      Now Helen looks.

      The mouth. The fruit. The stain. The bruised colour. The girl half-hidden and entirely exposed by the hiding.

      Helen reads the first Echo Boy comment.

      She remembers reading it the first time and being grateful.

      That gratitude stands in the kitchen now, small and ashamed.

      She scrolls.

      The hand over mouth.

      The dance.

      The collarbone.

      The wrist.

      The open figure.

      The chair.

      The water-body.

      Line after line.

      He had not only answered Ella.

      He had learned her.

      The thought lands differently now.

      He had learned when to be spare, when to be ornate, when to say look again, when to withdraw, when to return. He had learned the green, the coffee, the body fragments, the way the poems shifted from defence to invitation. He had learned her timing. He had learned her wounds. He had learned her recovery.

      A stranger doing this would be frightening.

      Greg doing this is worse.

      A stranger could have found her by accident.

      Greg had found his way back to his daughter through a hidden door and then kept using it because it worked.

      Helen closes the laptop.

      No.

      She opens it again.

      Not yet.

      There are things to do.

      She takes out her phone and photographs the account settings. The username. The blank profile. The recovery details she has changed. The comments page. The newest comment. The older comments. She does not know who she is photographing them for. Herself. Ella. A therapist. A solicitor. The future. Some later version of the night where someone will ask for facts and she will need to have collected them before grief rearranged the furniture.

      She makes a folder in her phone.

      Echo Boy.

      The folder name makes her sit back.

      No.

      She changes it.

      Ella — evidence.

      No.

      Worse.

      She changes it again.

      Account.

      That will have to do.

      She saves the screenshots.

      At 10.46, her phone vibrates.

      Greg.

      She does not pick it up.

      The vibration stops.

      A message appears.

      Please tell me she's asleep.

      Helen looks at it.

      She does not answer.

      Another message.

      I'm sorry.

      Helen turns the phone face down.

      Then face up again.

      She opens the thread.

      The two words sit there.

      I'm sorry.

      They are not enough for anything.

      She types:

      Do not message me unless I contact you.

      Then she deletes it.

      Too much contact.

      She types:

      Do not contact Ella. Do not contact the account. Do not contact me tonight.

      She sends it.

      Greg replies almost immediately.

      I won't.

      Helen looks at the words.

      She believes him.

      She does not believe him.

      The difference no longer matters because she has changed the password.

      This is the first small comfort of the night.

      Not trust.

      Control.

      A worse thing, maybe, but available.

      She puts the phone down.

      Upstairs, something moves.

      Helen looks up.

      A floorboard.

      Then the sound of the bathroom door. Water. The toilet flush. The door again.

      Helen's body goes cold.

      Ella is awake.

      Helen listens.

      Footsteps.

      Not down.

      Back to the bedroom.

      Door.

      Not fully closed.

      The house returns to quiet.

      Helen remains at the kitchen table with both hands flat beside the laptop.

      She could go upstairs now.

      She could open the door. Sit on the bed. Say love, I need to tell you something. Say no, no, don't pick up your phone. Say it's your father. Say your father was Echo Boy. Say he loved you. Say he hurt you. Say I don't know how to say any of this without breaking the thing I am trying to protect.

      She does not move.

      Night is not the time.

      This is true.

      This is cowardice.

      Both can be true.

      She thinks of safeguarding training from years ago, half-remembered from a school-adjacent consultancy project she had done for a publisher. Do not promise secrecy. Record concerns. Preserve evidence. Ensure the child is safe. Escalate appropriately. Use clear language. Avoid leading questions. Believe disclosures. Do not investigate beyond your role.

      Her role.

      What is her role?

      Mother.

      That is not on the training slides.

      Mother means she cannot unknow. Mother means she cannot rush. Mother means she has to tell the truth and survive being hated for how she tells it. Mother means she has to hold the fact that Greg has done something unforgivable and also that Ella loves him and also that Ella loved Echo Boy and also that those loves have been made into the same injury.

      Mother means morning.

      Perhaps.

      Helen stands.

      She fills the kettle.

      Empties it.

      Fills it again.

      Does not switch it on.

      The action has no purpose except to occupy the body.

      She goes to the bottom of the stairs.

      The house is dark above. The thin line under Ella's door is not lit now. No desk lamp. No phone glow visible from here. Only dark.

      Helen sits on the bottom step.

      This is where she had sat after Greg left. It is becoming a place. She dislikes this. Houses should not acquire new places overnight. That is what grief does. It makes ordinary architecture into stations.

      She sits.

      At 11.12, she hears Ella turn over in bed.

      A faint creak.

      Then nothing.

      Helen closes her eyes.

      The first tears come then.

      Not many.

      Not enough.

      They arrive without drama and stop quickly, as if the body has decided to ration them.

      She wipes them with the sleeve of her jumper.

      Then she laughs once, silently, because wiping tears with a jumper sleeve is exactly the kind of thing she would tell Ella not to do.

      Use a tissue while grieving.

      The memory of the kitchen, Ella crying, tissue, nose, the small joke in the wreckage, comes back so sharply Helen bends forward.

      That was yesterday.

      No.

      Two days ago.

      Time has lost its manners.

      She goes back to the kitchen.

      She opens the laptop again.

      This time she logs out of Echo Boy.

      The account returns to the login screen.

      Username.

      Password.

      Empty.

      Good.

      She closes the laptop.

      Places the council tax envelope in the drawer with the passports, then takes it out immediately because passports are family documents and the envelope cannot lie among them.

      She puts it in the cutlery drawer.

      No.

      She takes it out.

      In the end she folds it twice and puts it in the back pocket of her jeans.

      The knowledge should remain on her body tonight.

      At midnight, she texts Greg one more time.

      I have changed the password.

      His reply comes six minutes later.

      Good.

      She reads the word.

      Good.

      The same word Ella wrote back to Echo Boy.

      For one mad second the two goods sit together in her head.

      Ella's good.

      Greg's good.

      The father and the false reader answering in the same tiny word from opposite sides of the catastrophe.

      Helen puts the phone down.

      She cannot do this much longer.

      At 12.21, she goes upstairs.

      She stops outside Ella's door.

      The door is open two inches.

      Inside, the room is dark.

      Helen can hear her breathing now. Real, this time. Not imagined.

      Slow. Uneven at the edge, but asleep.

      Helen stands there for a long time.

      The moon, or streetlight, or whatever grey Brighton light has entered through the curtains, catches the corner of the desk. Paper. Pens. A cup. The shape of the chair. The phone beside the bed.

      The phone.

      Helen's body tightens.

      She could take it.

      No.

      She should take it.

      No.

      If the phone wakes before morning, if Ella checks the account, if Echo Boy is gone or changed or silent or locked, if she messages, if —

      No.

      Helen steps into the room.

      One foot.

      Then another.

      The room smells of sleep and fruit and radiator heat and the faint sharpness of ink. Ella is turned away, hair across the pillow, one hand near her mouth. She looks younger in sleep. Everyone does. It is one of sleep's cruelties.

      The phone is on the bedside table.

      Helen stands over it.

      The screen is dark.

      She does not touch it.

      Not because Ella has privacy. Though she does.

      Not because Helen trusts the night. She does not.

      Because taking the phone would begin the truth in the wrong form. It would make Helen the thief of the last thing before she has managed to be the teller of the truth.

      She leaves it.

      She backs out of the room.

      The door remains two inches open.

      At 1.03, Helen writes a list on a clean sheet of paper.

      Things I know.

      1. Greg is Echo Boy. 2. Since August. 3. No DMs — according to Greg. 4. No requested photos/meeting — according to Greg. 5. Account password changed. 6. Evidence saved. 7. Ella does not know. 8. Tell Ella.

      She looks at number 8.

      Tell Ella.

      The words are too small.

      She writes underneath:

      How?

      There is no answer.

      At 2.05, she opens her sister Catherine's name.

      No.

      Catherine is Mum's evening calls and practicalities and the family vocabulary of manageable crises. This is not manageable and cannot become family material before it is Ella's truth.

      At 2.20, she writes a message to Greg and does not send it.

      You will not be there when I tell her.

      Deletes it.

      Writes:

      I am telling her tomorrow.

      Does not send.

      She does not know if she is.

      She must.

      She cannot.

      At 3.10, she falls asleep at the kitchen table with her head on her folded arms and wakes ten minutes later with one hand numb and the taste of metal in her mouth.

      The kitchen is the kitchen.

      The laptop is closed.

      The envelope is in her back pocket.

      The phone is dark beside her hand.

      Upstairs, the house holds her daughter.

      Helen does not move.

      She closes her eyes again.

      Sleep does not come.

      The night continues without her.

    
  
    
      Chapter 39

      The Cruelty of Morning

      The morning continues. This is the first cruelty. Helen has been awake for most of it by the time the house begins to understand that it is morning. The boiler comes on. The pipes knock. The gulls start above the roof with the confidence of creatures that have never had to decide how to tell a child the world has ended. A delivery van reverses somewhere down the road and makes the small, bright, repetitive sound of caution.

      Beep. Beep. Beep.

      The world is full of warnings it does not mean.

      Helen stands in the kitchen with the envelope in her back pocket and bread in the toaster.

      She does not remember putting the bread in.

      The toast rises.

      She looks at it.

      It is too pale.

      She pushes it down again.

      This is a decision she is able to make.

      Upstairs, Ella moves.

      The footstep is ordinary.

      That is the second cruelty.

      The footstep is the footstep of a girl getting out of bed on a weekday morning. Not the footstep of a girl whose life is about to divide into before and after. Not the footstep of someone approaching catastrophe. Just the soft thud of feet finding floor, the drawer opening, the wardrobe door, the old small creak near the window.

      Helen grips the edge of the counter.

      The toast rises again.

      Darker now.

      Better.

      She plates it.

      Butter.

      Knife.

      Marmalade because Ella has been eating marmalade again, which two weeks ago would have made Helen happy enough to tell Catherine on the phone in the careful, coded way mothers report signs of return.

      She is eating marmalade again.

      Meaning: she is less gone.

      Meaning: I can breathe.

      Now the jar sits on the table like evidence from another case.

      Ella comes down at seven forty-two.

      Her hair is damp at the ends. She has showered. She is wearing jeans and the old black jumper with the cuff beginning to unravel, and there is a small green mark near her thumb that has survived washing. She looks tired. She also looks present.

      The sight nearly does for Helen.

      "Morning," Ella says.

      "Morning."

      Helen's voice works.

      This is surprising.

      Ella sits at the table.

      She sees the toast.

      "You made marmalade toast."

      "I did."

      "Risky."

      "Wildly."

      Ella picks it up.

      Eats.

      Not all of it. But she eats.

      Helen stands by the counter and watches her daughter chew and swallow and does not understand how a body can contain gratitude and horror at the same time without splitting.

      Ella glances at her phone.

      Not secretly. Not exactly openly either. The weather-check.

      Then she turns it face down beside the plate.

      This is new.

      The face-down phone should comfort Helen.

      It does not.

      "College?" Helen asks.

      Ella looks up.

      "Yeah."

      "You feel up to it?"

      Ella shrugs.

      "I think so."

      "You can stay home if you need to."

      Ella looks at her more sharply.

      "Why?"

      Helen has asked it wrongly.

      She can hear that immediately. Too soft. Too available. Too much like a mother standing beside a trapdoor.

      "No reason," Helen says.

      Ella watches her.

      The old Ella would have pursued this. The newly returned Ella, the girl who has had a comment from the voice saying yes, does not want to look too closely at adult weather this morning.

      "I have drawing," she says.

      "Good."

      "And Naila will be weird if I don't go."

      "Naila has a gift for useful weirdness."

      "She'll be unbearable."

      "Also useful."

      Ella almost smiles.

      Almost is not nothing.

      Helen hates almost now.

      She loves it.

      "Did you sleep?" Ella asks.

      Helen looks at her.

      The question is so unexpected that for a second she cannot place herself inside it.

      "Me?"

      "No, the toaster."

      "Not much."

      Ella takes another bite.

      "Work?"

      "Yes."

      The lie is automatic.

      Work is the cupboard every adult puts things in when a child asks why their face looks wrong.

      Ella nods.

      She believes it enough.

      Or does not have space not to.

      Her phone lights.

      Both of them look at it.

      Ella turns it over.

      Naila.

      She reads the message and types back with one thumb.

      Helen can see the screen only as reflected movement. Letters appearing. Deleting. Appearing again.

      Ella says, "Naila says Marcus has a theory that the college vending machine is sentient."

      "Is it?"

      "Probably."

      "What does it want?"

      "Respect."

      "Reasonable."

      "She says it rejected his Twix."

      "Also reasonable."

      Ella smiles then.

      A real one.

      Small, tired, but real.

      Helen's chest hurts.

      How can she tell her now?

      How can anyone tell a girl with marmalade at the corner of her mouth and a message about a sentient vending machine that the voice she has been holding against her chest belongs to her father?

      The answer is: she cannot.

      Not here.

      Not with toast.

      Not with the day half-open and Naila waiting and a bag on the chair and the world still pretending to be the world.

      This is cowardice.

      This is mercy.

      Both can be true.

      Ella finishes most of the toast.

      "Can you get kiwi later?" she asks.

      The question is ordinary and therefore unbearable.

      "Of course."

      "And coffee. Cheap coffee."

      "For drinking?"

      Ella gives her a look.

      "Obviously not for drinking. For work."

      "Right."

      "Your coffee is a crime."

      "My coffee has feelings."

      "Your coffee should have legal representation."

      Helen almost laughs.

      Almost.

      Ella notices.

      "What?"

      "Nothing."

      "Mum."

      "It's nothing."

      Ella pushes the plate away.

      "Mum."

      For one second, Helen is standing at the edge.

      She could tell her.

      Now.

      She could put both hands on the table and say love, I need you to listen to me. She could close the phone. She could make the morning stop pretending.

      She looks at her daughter.

      Ella's face is open enough to be hurt.

      Not enough to be held.

      Not yet.

      Helen says, "I'm just tired."

      Ella studies her.

      Then nods.

      "Same."

      She stands.

      Takes the plate to the sink.

      Rinses it properly.

      The rinsing is another cruelty.

      Every recovered gesture is a little knife because Helen now knows what restored the hand to the plate, the appetite to the mouth, the line to the page.

      Ella goes upstairs for her bag.

      Helen stands at the sink and looks at the plate.

      At eight twenty-one, Ella leaves.

      She calls goodbye from the hallway, not the kitchen, because the hallway is already pulling her into the day.

      "Bye."

      "Text me when you get there," Helen says.

      Ella appears in the kitchen doorway with her bag on one shoulder.

      "You never say that."

      "No?"

      "No."

      "I'm saying it today."

      Ella looks at her.

      The small suspicion returns.

      "Mum."

      "Just humour me."

      "Okay."

      She hesitates.

      Then, unexpectedly, comes into the kitchen and kisses Helen on the cheek.

      Quick. Almost careless. Not careless.

      "Bye."

      Then she is gone.

      The front door closes.

      The house changes.

      It is not quieter. It is accused.

      Helen stands where Ella left her.

      The kiss remains on her cheek.

      For several seconds she does not move.

      Then she takes the envelope from her back pocket and places it on the table.

      Council Tax Reminder.

      The password on the back.

      She looks at it.

      Then she leaves the house.

      She does not take a coat.

      She realises this at the corner but does not go back.

      Brighton is already doing the morning.

      This is the third cruelty.

      The city has not paused. The pavements are wet. A man in a beanie is unlocking the shutters of the corner shop. Someone in Lycra runs past with a small dog that looks insulted by the pace. Two students walk downhill sharing one pair of headphones and arguing about whether oat milk is a scam. A bus leans into the stop and sighs its doors open. People get on. People get off. Nobody looks like they are carrying the end of anything.

      Helen walks.

      She does not choose a direction.

      Downhill first, because Brighton tilts toward the sea whether a person agrees with it or not. The streets run in wet grey lines. Basement flats with bikes chained to railings. Bay windows. Bins out. A fox-coloured cat sitting under a parked car as if it has inherited the vehicle. Coffee cups in hands. Mothers with prams. Men with ladders. A woman in a red coat speaking into her phone in a language Helen does not know, laughing at something that has reached her from elsewhere.

      The world continues.

      This is indecent.

      Helen turns onto the main road.

      Traffic. Wet tyres. The smell of coffee from the café with the tiles Ella likes. A sandwich board announcing soup of the day, though it is barely past eight thirty and nobody should have to think about soup yet. A cyclist shouts at a van. The van shouts back, or the man inside it does. A gull lands on a bin and looks at Helen with bright criminal entitlement.

      She wants to stop someone.

      This thought comes suddenly.

      Not someone she knows. Anyone. The woman with the red coat. The man unlocking the shop. The cyclist. The gull, perhaps. She wants to say, my daughter's father made a false account and became the boy who taught her to want to live again. She wants to say, tell me the order of operations. She wants to say, do I tell her before lunch? After college? With tea? Without tea? Do I say his name first or Echo Boy first? Do I start with I know who he is or your father has done something*? Do I hold her hand or not touch her? Do I take the phone away first? Do I show her the account? Do I let her read the comments again? Do I say* grooming*? Do I say* wrong*? Do I say* love*? Do I say anything about love?*

      The city offers no guidance.

      The city is trying to sell her croissants.

      She keeps walking.

      At the crossing, the green man refuses to appear.

      People gather.

      A schoolboy with enormous headphones. An older man with a shopping trolley. Two women in office clothes talking about a manager called Dan who has apparently "lost the plot completely." A delivery rider with rain on his helmet. Helen stands among them, inside the group of people waiting to cross one road.

      The ordinariness of this almost breaks her.

      The green man appears.

      Everyone crosses.

      Helen crosses too because that is what the group is doing.

      At the seafront, the wind finds her.

      She has no coat.

      This, finally, is useful.

      The cold comes straight through her jumper and into the skin of her arms. It enters the body without metaphor. The sea is grey-green, low and rough, folding itself again and again against the stones. The pier lights are off or not visible in the morning. A few people are walking dogs along the front. One dog is having an argument with a plastic bag and losing.

      Helen stands by the railings.

      She has not been here this early in months.

      The water-body comes back to her.

      I have been making a body for the voice. It keeps turning back into water. Are you real?

      The sea moves.

      It does not answer.

      Good, Helen thinks.

      Thank you.

      She rests both hands on the cold rail.

      A boy goes past on a skateboard, hood up, schoolbag bouncing. For one second, absurdly, she thinks of Echo Boy as a boy again. A real one. Some clever, frightened, over-intense teenager with too much language and not enough courage. How much easier the morning would be if that were true. How clean the hurt would be. Ella could be devastated and Helen could be furious and in time the wound would become one of the ordinary brutalities of adolescence. A first love. A first abandonment. A stupid boy who had too much power because she had given it to him before either of them understood what power was.

      But Echo Boy is not a boy.

      Echo Boy is Greg.

      The thought is still too large to remain thought for long. It keeps becoming flashes instead.

      Greg's wet shoes on the mat.

      It's me.

      The slap.

      You existed. That is the whole horror.

      The password changing.

      The face of Echo Boy from inside: blank, blank, blank.

      Helen grips the rail.

      She looks out at the water until the water stops being symbolic and becomes only water. Cold. Heavy. Unconcerned.

      This helps.

      Her phone vibrates.

      Ella.

      got here x

      Helen looks at the message.

      The x is ordinary.

      The x is unbearable.

      She types:

      Good. Have a good day x

      Deletes it.

      Have a good day is grotesque.

      She types:

      Thanks love x

      Too much? Not enough? Everything is impossible.

      She sends it.

      Ella replies with a thumbs-up.

      Helen stares at the yellow thumb.

      This is the fourth cruelty.

      Modern life has given catastrophe emoji.

      She puts the phone away.

      A gull screams.

      "Shut up," Helen says to it.

      The gull does not.

      She walks along the front.

      At a kiosk, she buys coffee because she is cold and because buying coffee is something a person can do when the mind cannot yet do the thing it must do. The woman in the kiosk says, "You all right, love?" in the casual Brighton way, not because she wants an answer but because the phrase comes with the coffee.

      Helen says, "Yes, thanks."

      The lie costs nothing.

      This frightens her.

      She carries the coffee along the promenade. It is too hot and too bitter and the lid leaks slightly onto her thumb. She welcomes the burn.

      She sits on a bench facing the sea.

      Not for long.

      Long enough.

      There is a man several benches away eating a bacon sandwich with the solemn attention of a person doing important work. A child in a yellow coat is collecting stones and being told by her father not to put them in her pocket because "we are not taking the whole beach home, Amelie." Amelie ignores him. The father watches her ignore him and smiles.

      Helen looks away.

      Fathers and daughters are everywhere once the world has decided to be cruel.

      She takes out her phone.

      Greg has not messaged.

      This is good.

      This is not good.

      She opens his name.

      Nothing new since:

      I won't.

      Good.

      She should not message him.

      She writes:

      I let her go to college.

      Deletes it.

      Writes:

      I haven't told her yet.

      Deletes it.

      Writes nothing.

      Puts the phone away.

      The coffee cools.

      The wind moves through her jumper.

      She thinks of the training again.

      Ensure the child is safe.

      Is Ella safe?

      At college, with Naila and Theo and Marcus and Mrs Williams and sentient vending machine theories and drawing and corridors and the day continuing, is Ella safer than in the kitchen being told?

      For the next six hours, perhaps.

      For the rest of her life, no.

      The distinction is not comforting.

      Helen finishes half the coffee and throws the rest away.

      She walks back uphill.

      Brighton resists this, as Brighton always does. The hill makes the body pay for leaving the sea. She passes the café with the tiles. The man with the ladders is gone. The corner shop is open now. A woman is buying milk and lottery tickets. Someone has dropped a glove on the pavement and it lies there palm-up, asking for nothing.

      Milk.

      Kiwi.

      Cheap coffee.

      Ella had asked for them.

      Helen goes into the shop.

      The bell over the door rings.

      The shopkeeper says morning.

      Helen says morning.

      She buys kiwi, the softest ones she can find. Cheap coffee. Milk she does not need. A packet of tissues from the counter because the sight of them undoes her and then gives her something to do with her hands.

      The shopkeeper puts everything in a bag.

      "Cold out," he says.

      "Yes."

      "Sea's up."

      "Yes."

      "That'll be seven eighty."

      Helen pays.

      The world continues to charge accurately.

      Outside, she stands with the plastic bag in one hand and understands, finally, that the morning walk has not helped in the way she wanted.

      It has not made the telling easier.

      It has only made the not-telling impossible.

      The world has continued.

      That is the point.

      The world will continue after she tells Ella too. Not kindly. Not fairly. But it will. There will still be bread and buses and gulls and vending machines and cheap coffee and kiwi fruit going soft in a paper bag. This is not comfort. But it is a form of evidence.

      She walks home.

      At the front door, she stops.

      The house looks like the house.

      This is almost funny.

      She lets herself in.

      The hallway is quiet.

      She takes the envelope from the table and puts it back in her pocket.

      She puts the kiwi and coffee on the counter.

      She does not take off her shoes.

      In the kitchen, she opens the laptop.

      Not to read the comments.

      Not again.

      She opens a blank document.

      She types:

      What I need to tell Ella.

      Then she stops.

      The cursor blinks.

      She looks at it for a long time.

      Then she closes the laptop.

      No.

      Not like that.

      She will not script it.

      She will not make language behave before the truth has arrived.

      At 10.12, she texts Ella.

      Can you come home after your morning session? I'll pick you up if you want.

      She sends it.

      The reply comes two minutes later.

      why?

      Helen closes her eyes.

      Because the world has ended and I did not want to tell you over marmalade toast.

      Because your father.

      Because Echo Boy.

      Because I am so sorry.

      She types:

      I need to talk to you. Nothing immediate. You're safe. But please come home.

      She reads it.

      Too formal.

      Too frightening.

      True enough.

      She sends it.

      Ella does not reply immediately.

      Helen stands in the kitchen with the phone in her hand and the cheap coffee on the counter and the envelope in her pocket.

      The morning continues.

      Not because it should.

      Because mornings do.

      At 10.19, Ella replies.

      okay

      Then:

      is it dad?

      Helen stops breathing.

      The phone waits.

      The house waits.

      Outside, a gull screams above the roof.

      Helen types:

      Yes.

      She sends it.

      Then she sits at the kitchen table and waits for her daughter to come home.

    
  
    
      Chapter 40

      The Telling

      Ella comes home at eleven twenty-six.

      Helen knows because she is standing in the hallway when the key turns in the lock.

      Not waiting.

      Listening.

      There is a difference, although by now Helen is too tired to defend it.

      Ella opens the door carefully, as if the door has become part of the problem. She steps inside with her bag on one shoulder and her coat unbuttoned. The wind has put colour in her face. Her hair is damp near the temples. She looks young and cold and annoyed and frightened and trying not to be frightened.

      The sight of her nearly undoes Helen.

      "Hi," Ella says.

      The word lands badly.

      Helen does not let it show.

      "Hi."

      Ella closes the door.

      They stand facing each other in the hallway.

      For a moment neither moves.

      The house is very quiet. The kind of quiet a house has when it knows something before one of the people inside it does. The kitchen light is on behind Helen. The envelope is in her back pocket. The laptop is closed on the table. The kiwi fruit are in a paper bag on the counter. Cheap coffee beside them. Milk in the fridge. Ordinary things arranged for a life that has not yet been told it has altered.

      Ella says, "Is he okay?"

      Helen does not answer quickly enough.

      Ella's face changes.

      "Is Dad okay?"

      "Yes."

      The relief comes and goes quickly.

      "Then what?"

      Helen says, "Kitchen."

      Ella's mouth tightens.

      "No."

      Helen stops.

      Ella looks past her, toward the kitchen, then up the stairs, then back to Helen.

      "No kitchen."

      Helen understands.

      The kitchen has been too much this week. Toast. Crying. Helen's face. The account. The room where things keep being received.

      "Okay," Helen says.

      This is the first choice she makes correctly.

      "Front room?"

      Ella hesitates.

      Then nods.

      The front room is colder. Helen has not been in it properly since morning. The curtains are open. Daylight sits flatly on the carpet. A pile of folded laundry is on the armchair because the house has continued to produce laundry in spite of everything. The television is off. The bookshelves hold their ranks of spines, indifferent and over-informed.

      Ella puts her bag on the floor.

      Does not take off her coat.

      Helen notices this.

      "Do you want tea?"

      "No."

      "Water?"

      "Mum."

      Helen sits on the sofa.

      Ella does not.

      She stands near the armchair with the laundry on it, one hand still gripping the strap of her bag although the bag is on the floor now and no longer needs gripping.

      "What is it?"

      Helen had imagined sentences all morning.

      On the seafront. In the shop. Walking uphill. Standing in the kitchen with the cheap coffee. She had arranged beginnings and discarded them. Love, I need to tell you something. Something has happened. Your dad told me something. I know who Echo Boy is. There is no good first sentence. Every possible opening damages something.

      Now the child is here and the sentences are gone.

      This is probably merciful.

      Helen says, "It's about Echo Boy."

      Ella goes still.

      The stillness is total enough that Helen can see the body learning fear before the face admits it.

      "What about him?"

      Helen says, "I know who he is."

      Ella looks at her.

      The sentence enters.

      Does not open.

      "What?"

      "I know who Echo Boy is."

      Ella lets go of the bag strap.

      The hand hangs empty.

      "How?"

      Helen says, "He told me."

      Ella's face changes again.

      Not fear now.

      Something brighter.

      Worse.

      "He told you?"

      "Yes."

      "When?"

      "Last night."

      Ella looks almost offended before she looks frightened.

      "He told you?"

      Helen hears the pain in that. Echo Boy told Helen before telling Ella. Another betrayal before the main one has even entered the room.

      "Yes."

      "Why would he tell you?"

      Helen cannot answer that without answering everything.

      Ella takes one step back.

      "Who is he?"

      Helen feels the house gather around the question.

      She does not say the word grooming.

      She does not say danger.

      She does not say predator.

      She does not say adult.

      She does not say anything that would tell Ella what to feel before the fact has arrived.

      She says, "It's Dad."

      The room does not change.

      This is the thing Ella notices.

      The room does not change.

      The laundry stays on the armchair. The books remain on the shelves. A car passes outside. Somewhere in the wall, the heating clicks. The whole room receives the sentence and does not move.

      Ella looks at Helen.

      "No."

      Helen says nothing.

      "No."

      Helen's hands are in her lap. She has put them there so they will not reach too soon.

      "Ella—"

      "No."

      The word is calm. This is alarming. A calm no is not disbelief. A calm no is the mind placing a hand over the fact and holding it down.

      Helen says, "I'm so sorry."

      "No."

      "Love—"

      "No. Don't do that."

      "Okay."

      "Don't love me."

      Helen nods.

      Ella turns away.

      Not fully. Just enough that Helen can no longer see all of her face.

      "It's not."

      Helen says nothing.

      "It's not him."

      Helen waits.

      "It's not."

      The sentence has become smaller.

      Helen feels the first tear in her own throat and refuses it. Tears would make this hers. It is not hers. Not now.

      "He told me last night," Helen says. "He made the account. He wrote the comments. He knew it was you."

      Ella's head turns back slightly.

      The last sentence gets in.

      He knew it was you.

      Helen sees it land.

      "No," Ella says, but differently now.

      "I'm sorry."

      "No."

      "He told me."

      "He's lying."

      The possibility appears in the room for half a second.

      Helen almost loves Ella for making it.

      "He isn't."

      "You don't know."

      "I do."

      "You don't."

      "I logged into the account."

      Ella stares at her.

      Helen continues, because now that the facts have started they must be placed carefully and without adornment.

      "He gave me the login. I changed the password. He can't access it now."

      Ella's face drains.

      "You did what?"

      "I changed the password."

      "You locked him out?"

      "Yes."

      "Mum."

      "I had to."

      "You had to?"

      "Yes."

      "Of my—"

      She stops.

      The word account does not come because it is not her account and not not hers. It is the place under her work, the place where Echo Boy existed, the place where the comments live, the place where the voice answered. Helen has locked the door to a room Ella did not own but had been entering every day.

      "You had no right."

      "I know."

      "You keep saying that."

      "I know."

      "Stop saying that."

      Helen says nothing.

      Ella looks toward the hallway.

      For a second Helen thinks she will leave.

      She does not.

      "What did he say?"

      "Who?"

      Ella's face twists.

      "Don't."

      Helen accepts it.

      "What did Dad say?"

      The word Dad is almost inaudible.

      Helen answers the question she can answer.

      "He said he started after Jamie showed him the account. He saw the comments under the first post. The cruel ones. He made Echo Boy and wrote back."

      Ella is very still.

      Helen goes on.

      "He said there were no private messages. No DMs. No meeting. No requests for anything. Nothing outside the comments."

      Ella looks at her.

      There it is. The first flicker of understanding that Helen has been asking questions somewhere else. Adult questions. Questions that smell of danger.

      "Why are you telling me that?"

      "Because I needed to know."

      "Why?"

      Helen chooses the words carefully.

      "Because I needed to know whether there was anything more you didn't know about."

      Ella flinches.

      That was not careful enough.

      Helen wants to take it back.

      She cannot.

      "Anything more," Ella repeats.

      "I'm sorry."

      "Stop saying that."

      Helen nods.

      Ella laughs once.

      Not laughter.

      A small expulsion of air.

      "No private messages," she says.

      "No."

      "No requests."

      "No."

      "Just months of him being under everything I made."

      Helen's eyes close for half a second.

      "Yes."

      Ella looks at the floor.

      The carpet between them is old. There is a pale mark near the coffee table from when Helen spilled white paint while redecorating during the first year after Greg left and did not have the energy to scrub properly. Ella remembers that day. She had been nine. Helen had put newspaper down badly and sworn when the paint moved through it. Greg was not there. Or had arrived later. Or maybe that is another day. Memory begins to misfile itself around him immediately.

      Echo Boy is Dad.

      The thought does not enter cleanly.

      It breaks into pieces.

      Cherry-girl.

      Dad.

      The hand over the mouth.

      Dad.

      Welcome to the dance.

      Dad.

      The collarbone.

      Dad.

      The wrist.

      Dad.

      I am making this for you.

      Dad.

      I saw it.

      Dad.

      Are you real?

      But yes.

      Dad.

      Ella puts one hand over her mouth.

      Helen moves without meaning to.

      Ella steps back.

      "No."

      Helen stops.

      "Don't touch me."

      "I won't."

      "Don't."

      "I won't."

      Ella's hand stays over her mouth.

      Her eyes are wide now. Not crying. Not yet. Something worse than crying. The body trying to prevent understanding from becoming air.

      She says through her hand, "He knew."

      Helen says, "Yes."

      "He knew it was me."

      "Yes."

      "Every time."

      "Yes."

      "He let me—"

      The sentence stops.

      Helen does not finish it for her.

      Ella lowers her hand.

      "He let me talk to him like that."

      Helen says nothing.

      "I didn't talk. Not really. But I did. The work did."

      "Yes."

      "He knew what it meant."

      Helen's throat closes.

      "Yes."

      "And he answered."

      "Yes."

      Ella turns away again.

      This time fully.

      She walks to the window.

      Outside, the road is wet. A woman walks past with a child in a yellow hat. The child jumps over a puddle and misses. The woman laughs. The child looks furious. The world continues in the window because nobody has told it not to.

      Ella says, "I thought he was safe."

      Helen stands.

      Not moving towards her.

      Only standing because sitting has become unbearable.

      "I know."

      "No, you don't."

      "No. I don't."

      "I thought he was safe because he wasn't here."

      The sentence breaks something in Helen.

      Ella continues, still facing the window.

      "Because he couldn't look at me properly. Not like— not in a room. He could only look at the work. So it was safe."

      Helen says, "I understand."

      Ella turns.

      "No you don't."

      Helen accepts this too.

      "He was here," Ella says.

      "Yes."

      "He was here the whole time."

      "Yes."

      "In my house."

      "Not physically."

      Ella looks at her.

      Helen realises the correction is obscene.

      "I'm sorry."

      Ella's face closes.

      "Stop."

      "Yes."

      "He was more here than people who are here."

      Helen says nothing.

      Ella looks at her with something like hatred.

      "You read it."

      "Yes."

      "You knew it was important."

      "Yes."

      "And you didn't know?"

      "No."

      "How did you not know?"

      The question is not fair.

      It is also entirely fair.

      Helen says, "Because I wanted it to be helping."

      Ella's face changes.

      There.

      That lands.

      It lands because Ella knows it was helping. Or seemed to be. Or did. The fact of help is now part of the horror, and neither of them can put it down.

      "It was," Ella says.

      The sentence is almost defensive.

      Helen nods.

      "Yes."

      This is the dangerous kindness.

      Ella hears it.

      "You can't say that."

      "I know."

      "You can't say it helped."

      "I know."

      "But it did."

      Helen says nothing.

      "It did," Ella says, more angrily.

      "Yes."

      Ella looks at her.

      Tears arrive then, but she does not cry. They stand in her eyes without falling.

      "It did," she says again, and now the sentence is not defence but accusation. Against Greg. Against Helen. Against the world. Against herself. Against the fact that a wrong thing can contain a thing you needed.

      Helen says, "Yes."

      Ella wipes her face before the tears can move.

      "He made me better."

      Helen feels the old sentence return from the kitchen.

      He made me better.

      She had argued then.

      She does not argue now.

      She says, "He helped you make."

      Ella stares at her.

      Helen continues, carefully.

      "He did not make the work. He did not make you. But yes. He helped. And what he did was still wrong."

      Ella's mouth trembles.

      This is the sentence neither of them wants and both of them need.

      "He lied," Ella says.

      "Yes."

      "He lied in the work."

      "Yes."

      "He lied in the bit where I thought there was no lying."

      Helen has no answer.

      That is the best answer.

      Ella sits down suddenly on the floor.

      Not the sofa. Not the chair. The floor beside the coffee table, knees drawn up, coat still on. The movement is so sudden Helen almost moves again, but stops herself.

      Ella looks small on the floor.

      Helen hates the sentence as soon as it appears in her mind. Small is not the point. Ella is not small. Ella is seventeen and taller than Helen expected and has made work Helen does not fully understand and has just received a truth no one should have to receive.

      But she looks small.

      Helen sits on the floor too.

      Not beside her. Not touching. Across from her, leaving space between them.

      Ella notices this.

      Does not object.

      For a while they sit like that.

      On the floor of the front room with the laundry on the armchair and the laptop closed in the kitchen and the account locked and Greg somewhere outside the house existing in the city as the man who has become the wound.

      Ella says, "Does he know I know?"

      "No."

      The answer surprises Ella.

      Helen adds, "Not yet."

      "You didn't tell him you were telling me?"

      "No."

      "Why?"

      "Because this is yours before it is his."

      Ella looks at her.

      The sentence enters differently.

      Not enough. But differently.

      "He wants to tell you," Helen says.

      Ella's face hardens.

      "No."

      "Okay."

      "Not now."

      "Okay."

      "Not ever."

      Helen does not say okay this time.

      Ella catches it.

      "What?"

      "I won't make you see him."

      "But?"

      "No but."

      "There was a but."

      "There was a later."

      Ella looks away.

      "I hate later."

      "I know."

      "Later is where adults put things they want to make happen."

      Helen almost smiles.

      Does not.

      "Not this time."

      Ella pulls her knees closer.

      "What happens now?"

      Helen breathes in.

      This is the question she has been walking towards all morning and still cannot answer.

      "I don't know."

      Ella looks at her.

      "I'm not going to pretend I do."

      "Is he in trouble?"

      Helen hears all the meanings.

      With whom? With law? With school? With Helen? With Ella? With himself? With the future?

      "Yes," Helen says.

      Ella flinches.

      Helen adds, "With me. For now."

      Ella nods.

      This is not enough.

      Nothing is enough.

      "Are you going to tell people?"

      "I don't know."

      "Who?"

      "I don't know yet."

      "You have to know."

      "I don't."

      Ella's voice rises.

      "You have to know because if you tell people then it becomes—"

      She stops.

      "What?"

      Ella shakes her head.

      "What?"

      "Something else."

      Helen waits.

      Ella's hands close around each other.

      "If you tell people, then it becomes something with a name."

      Helen feels the word grooming move in the room.

      She does not say it.

      "Yes," she says.

      "I don't want the name."

      "I know."

      "You don't know the name either."

      Helen looks at her daughter.

      "No," she says. "I don't."

      That is the truth.

      Or enough of it.

      Ella nods once.

      Good.

      Not good.

      But something.

      The phone in Ella's coat pocket vibrates.

      Both of them look at it.

      Ella does not move.

      The phone vibrates again.

      Helen says, "You don't have to."

      Ella takes it out.

      The screen lights.

      Naila.

      Ella stares at the name.

      Then the preview.

      u ok?? marcus says if you don't answer he is sending a fox meme and nobody wants that

      Ella makes a sound.

      It is almost a laugh.

      It breaks into crying before it becomes one.

      The phone drops into her lap.

      Helen stays where she is.

      Ella cries quietly.

      Not the first-love kitchen crying. Not the body breaking over a boy. This is different. This is crying with no object simple enough to mourn. The grief has too many doors. It keeps opening them.

      Helen sits across from her and lets the space remain.

      After a while, Ella says, "What do I tell them?"

      "Whatever you want."

      "I don't know what I want."

      "I know."

      "Stop saying I know."

      "I'm sorry."

      "Stop saying sorry."

      Helen nods.

      They sit.

      The phone goes dark in Ella's lap.

      The account exists somewhere without Greg inside it.

      Echo Boy is dead and not dead because Ella is still holding the corpse of the voice in her body.

      Ella says, "Can I see?"

      Helen does not ask what.

      "The account?"

      Ella nods.

      Helen feels fear move through her.

      "Yes," she says.

      Not because she thinks it is wise.

      Because refusing would make the account into another room adults control.

      They go to the kitchen.

      Ella walks first.

      Helen follows.

      The laptop is closed.

      Helen opens it.

      Logs into Echo Boy.

      The blank profile appears.

      Ella stands behind her.

      No posts. No picture. No bio.

      She looks at it.

      For a long time.

      Then she says, "That's all there is?"

      Helen says, "Yes."

      Ella laughs.

      One hard, tiny sound.

      "All that and he was blank."

      Helen closes her eyes.

      Ella leans past her and clicks through to the comments.

      Helen lets her.

      The thread opens.

      The water-body.

      Her poem.

      His answer.

      Some voices are real before they are bodies. Some bodies arrive too late. But yes.

      Ella reads it.

      Now with the truth inside it.

      Helen watches the reading happen.

      She sees the sentence change in her daughter's face.

      Some bodies arrive too late.

      Dad.

      But yes.

      Dad.

      Ella steps back.

      She puts one hand on the counter.

      "He wrote that after you knew?"

      Helen says, "Before I knew. Before he told me."

      "But after he knew."

      Helen says, "Yes."

      "He always knew."

      "Yes."

      Ella nods.

      The nod is small and terrible.

      She reaches for the laptop.

      For one second Helen thinks she will close it.

      Instead Ella touches the trackpad and scrolls to the open figure.

      I am making this for you.

      His comment.

      I saw it. Some gifts are too true to touch quickly. This one changed the room.

      Ella reads it.

      The room changes again.

      Not visibly.

      Never visibly.

      She whispers, "I made it for him."

      Helen says nothing.

      "I made it for him."

      "Yes."

      "But I didn't know him."

      Helen cannot answer.

      Ella says, "I did know him."

      This is worse.

      Helen looks at her.

      Ella is staring at the screen.

      "I knew him and I didn't."

      "Yes."

      Ella looks at Helen.

      Her face is empty in a way Helen has not seen before.

      "Turn it off."

      Helen closes the laptop.

      The screen goes black.

      Ella stands in the kitchen.

      For one second, she looks as if she may fall.

      Helen moves.

      Ella says, "No."

      Helen stops.

      Ella goes upstairs.

      She does not run.

      That is worse.

      At the stairs, she turns back.

      "Mum."

      "Yes."

      "Don't let him come here."

      "I won't."

      "Don't let him write."

      "He can't."

      "Don't let him be Echo Boy again."

      Helen's throat closes.

      "I won't."

      Ella nods.

      Then goes upstairs.

      The bedroom door closes.

      Fully.

      The sound is soft.

      The whole house hears it.

      Helen stands in the kitchen with one hand on the closed laptop.

      The morning has ended.

      Something else has begun.

    
  
    
      Part Four
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      Chapter 41

      Both Can Be True

      Ella does not tell them in the canteen. This becomes important. Later, when Naila asks, badly, because there will be a later and Naila will ask badly because people ask badly when they care too much, Ella will say: not the canteen. Obviously not the canteen.

      The canteen is where people eat chips and shout across tables and steal each other's drinks and pretend to revise by opening one book in the middle of four phones. The canteen is where Marcus once dropped an entire lasagne slice down the inside of his coat and said, with dignity, that it was "structural." The canteen is where Theo refuses to sit under the lights because the lights make everyone look "recently exhumed." The canteen is for small humiliations. Not this one.

      So Ella walks past it.

      She has come back to college after going home.

      This is not the original plan.

      The original plan was to go home because Helen had texted and then to stay home because the world had ended and then perhaps never return to any building containing other people. But after the telling, after the front room, after the floor, after the account from inside, after the blank profile and the sentence all that and he was blank, after the door closing fully upstairs and the room becoming too small for her body, she had sat on the bed and understood that being alone with the knowledge was worse than being seen with it.

      So she has come back.

      Helen had offered to drive.

      Ella had said no.

      Helen had offered to walk her to the bus.

      Ella had said no.

      Helen had said, "Text me when you get there."

      Ella had said, "Stop saying that."

      Helen had stopped.

      Then Ella had texted anyway from the bus.

      here

      Helen had replied:

      I'm here too.

      Ella had stared at that for a long time and not known whether to hate it.

      Now she is in the corridor outside the art rooms, and the canteen noise is behind her, and Naila is already moving towards her.

      Naila has seen her from the far end.

      Of course she has.

      Naila moves like someone trying not to run.

      This is worse than running.

      "Els."

      Ella stops.

      Naila stops too close, then steps back immediately because Naila knows her, and because Naila has been learning all autumn that loving Ella is mostly a discipline of distance.

      Theo appears behind her with a coffee in one hand and an expression that looks almost angry, though it is not anger. It is concentration. Theo concentrating on not becoming too much.

      Marcus is last.

      Marcus is holding a packet of crisps and nothing else, which means he has abandoned lunch halfway through. This is practically a public announcement of emergency.

      He says, "Hi."

      The word catches.

      Ella looks at him.

      Marcus's face changes because he has heard it too. The smallness of the word. The wrongness of how much a word can contain without consenting.

      He says, "Sorry. Not sorry for saying hi. Just sorry in general. I'm going to stop."

      Theo says, "Good instinct."

      Marcus nods.

      "Rare, but yes."

      Ella almost smiles.

      Almost is not nothing.

      Naila says, "Do you want to go somewhere?"

      Ella nods.

      Not the art room.

      Not Mrs Williams's room. Mrs Williams would understand too quickly and too adultly and perhaps that would be useful later, but not now. Not yet.

      They go to the stairwell above the library.

      The stairwell is not a place people go unless they are hiding or kissing or making a phone call they do not want to make. It smells of old paint and wet shoes. There is a window at the landing looking over the back of the college, where bins and bike racks and the edge of a brick wall arrange themselves into a view nobody has ever photographed on purpose.

      Ella sits on the top step.

      Naila sits beside her, but one step down.

      Theo leans against the wall.

      Marcus sits on the opposite step, knees too high, crisp packet still in hand. He places it carefully between them as if crisps might be required by the situation.

      No one speaks.

      This is why they are her friends.

      For almost a minute, no one speaks.

      The college continues around them. Footsteps beyond the door. Someone laughing in the corridor below. A teacher saying, "No, not now, I'm eating," with surprising force. A chair being dragged somewhere. The machinery of ordinary education.

      Ella looks at her hands.

      There is no green under her nails today.

      She has washed them too hard.

      Naila says, "You don't have to tell us."

      Ella closes her eyes.

      That almost breaks her.

      Because she does have to tell them. Not because they demand it. Because the thing inside her will become monstrous if it remains only hers and Helen's and Greg's. Because secrets are rooms, and she has just learned what rooms can do.

      "I know who Echo Boy is," she says.

      The sentence sits in the stairwell.

      Theo's face changes first.

      Marcus stops moving entirely.

      Naila does not move. Naila has gone very still in the way people go still when the body has already begun to protect the person speaking.

      Theo says, "Okay."

      Ella laughs once.

      "No, it isn't."

      "No. I mean okay as in I am receiving the sentence and not doing anything dramatic with my face."

      "You are doing something dramatic with your face."

      "I know. I'm trying."

      Marcus says, "Is it Jamie?"

      The question is immediate and apologetic at the same time.

      Ella looks at him.

      "No."

      Marcus breathes out.

      Not relief.

      Not exactly.

      Something loosens, then tightens again.

      Theo says, "Is it someone we know?"

      Ella nods.

      Naila's hand moves on the step between them, not towards Ella, only into visibility.

      "Els," she says.

      Ella looks at the window.

      The bins outside are blue. One lid is open. Someone has left a traffic cone beside the bike racks. The world is full of objects that have not earned their innocence.

      "It's my dad," she says.

      There.

      No metaphor.

      No page.

      No work to stand inside.

      Three words and the stairwell has them now.

      Naila's hand closes into a fist on the step.

      Theo makes a sound that is not a word.

      Marcus says nothing.

      Ella looks at them because she has to know what the words have done.

      Naila's face is white with rage.

      This surprises Ella. She had expected horror. Pity. Maybe confusion. But Naila is angry so fast and so completely that it is almost beautiful.

      Theo has one hand over her mouth.

      Marcus is looking down at the crisp packet as if the crisp packet has personally failed everyone.

      No one says no.

      This is both good and terrible.

      Ella says, "Say something."

      Naila opens her mouth.

      Closes it.

      Theo says, "I don't know how."

      "Good."

      Marcus looks up.

      "How?"

      "Mum said it like that," Ella says. "I don't know. It was annoying. But also. Good."

      Marcus nods with enormous seriousness.

      "I am extremely available for not knowing how."

      Theo says, "That may be your best work."

      "I've peaked in crisis."

      Naila still has not spoken.

      Ella looks at her.

      "Nai."

      Naila's eyes fill.

      She looks furious with the tears.

      "I'm going to kill him," she says.

      Ella shakes her head.

      "Don't."

      "I am."

      "Don't say that."

      "I'm not going to actually."

      "Good."

      "I mean, I might."

      "Naila."

      "I know."

      Naila wipes her face with her sleeve and seems offended by her own sleeve for being there.

      "He was there the whole time?" Theo says.

      Ella nods.

      "The comments?"

      "Yes."

      "All of them?"

      "Yes."

      "He knew it was you?"

      "Yes."

      Theo says a word she does not usually say in college.

      Marcus says, "Yeah."

      Naila turns to him.

      "Yeah?"

      "No, I mean — yes, that is the correct word. I support the word."

      Theo sits down suddenly on the step below Naila.

      The coffee in her hand tilts.

      Marcus takes it from her before it spills.

      This small action, this practical passing of coffee, hurts Ella more than the questions. The world continuing through hands. Someone noticing an object falling. Someone saving the coffee because bodies still exist and hot drinks still burn.

      Ella says, "Mum changed the password."

      "What?" Naila says.

      "To Echo Boy. She has the account."

      Marcus frowns.

      "So he can't—"

      "No."

      "Good."

      Ella looks at him.

      Marcus says, "Sorry. I mean. Is that good?"

      "Yes."

      "Okay. Good."

      Naila says, "Did he message you? Privately?"

      Ella flinches.

      Naila sees it immediately.

      "Sorry. No. Sorry. That sounded—"

      "No. Mum asked. Sort of. Or told me he said no. No DMs. No meeting. No pictures. Nothing like that."

      Nothing like that.

      The phrase enters the stairwell and behaves badly.

      Theo looks at the wall.

      Naila says, "Okay."

      Ella hears the relief they are trying not to show.

      "It was all public," she says.

      The sentence sounds absurd.

      Public.

      As if public makes a secret less secret. As if being watched makes a hidden thing honest.

      Naila says, "That doesn't make it okay."

      "I know."

      "Do you?"

      Ella looks at her.

      Naila's voice breaks.

      "I don't mean— Els, I don't mean do you know like you're stupid. I mean—"

      "I know."

      "No, I'm messing it up."

      "You are."

      "Okay."

      Theo says, "Everyone is messing it up. That's fair."

      Marcus holds up the crisp packet.

      "Crisp?"

      All three girls look at him.

      He lowers it.

      "Too soon?"

      Ella starts laughing.

      It comes out wrong.

      Too loud for the stairwell. Too close to crying. But it is laughter, or the broken cousin of laughter, and once it starts it will not stop quickly. She laughs with one hand over her eyes. Theo starts crying properly. Naila says, "Oh my God, Marcus," and then she is crying too. Marcus looks horrified and proud and close to crying himself.

      "I panicked," he says.

      Ella laughs harder.

      "Crisps?" Naila says, wiping her face.

      "I don't have training for this."

      "Nobody has training for this."

      "I had crisps."

      "You offered trauma crisps."

      "They're salt and vinegar. Strong choice."

      Ella takes one.

      They all stop.

      She puts it in her mouth.

      Crunches.

      The sound is obscenely loud.

      "Terrible," she says.

      Marcus nods.

      "Thank you."

      They sit there for a while, eating crisis crisps one at a time because apparently that is what the stairwell has decided.

      After a while, Theo says, "Do we hate him?"

      Ella looks down at her hands.

      There it is.

      The question everyone has been arranging themselves around.

      "I don't know."

      Naila says, "We can hate him for you until you decide."

      This is possibly the kindest sentence anyone has ever said.

      Ella looks at her.

      Naila is completely serious.

      "We can," she says. "On rotation."

      Marcus nods.

      "I'm free Thursdays."

      Theo says, "You are not the Thursday-grade hater."

      "I could grow into the role."

      Ella smiles.

      Then the smile goes.

      "I don't know what it was," she says.

      No one answers.

      Good.

      "I know it was wrong," Ella says.

      Naila nods.

      "Good."

      "I know he lied."

      "Yes."

      "I know it's—" She stops. "I know it's bad."

      "Yes."

      "But the work was good."

      Naila's face changes.

      "Els."

      "No. Listen."

      Naila closes her mouth.

      "The work was good before him. I know that. I think I know that. But the comments—" She looks at the window. "He did see it. That's the worst thing. He saw it properly. Not pretend. Not just because he's my dad and had to. He saw the work."

      Theo says, carefully, "Both can be true."

      Ella looks at her.

      Theo looks terrified of having spoken.

      But she continues.

      "The seeing can be real and the hiding can be wrong."

      Ella's eyes sting.

      Marcus says, "That is annoyingly good."

      Theo wipes her face.

      "I know. I hated saying it."

      Naila says nothing.

      Ella looks at her.

      Naila says, "I want it to all be poison."

      "I know."

      "I do. I want to be able to say he ruined it and he's disgusting and the work is yours and he gets nothing."

      Ella waits.

      "And the work is yours," Naila says. "That part is true. But I saw you when he commented. Before I knew. I saw what it did. I hate that. But I saw it."

      Ella nods.

      The nod hurts.

      "I loved him," she says.

      No one moves.

      Then she says, "Not him. Not Dad. Echo Boy. Or not loved. I don't know. I don't know what word."

      "You don't need the word today," Theo says.

      "I do."

      "No," Theo says. "You want the word because words make things less everywhere. But you don't need it today."

      Ella looks at her.

      "When did you become wise?"

      Theo looks offended.

      "I've always been wise. You people are just loud."

      Marcus says, "I'm literally sitting here offering crisps."

      "Exactly."

      Ella leans back against the wall.

      The paint is cold through her jumper.

      The stairwell is ugly.

      This helps.

      A beautiful room would be too much. A beautiful room would start making claims. The stairwell has no claims. The stairwell has peeling paint and a window over bins and the smell of old rain. The stairwell is exactly as ugly as it needs to be.

      Marcus says, "What happens to the account?"

      Ella looks at him.

      "I don't know."

      "Do you want us to look after the comments? Like, if people start being weird."

      "No."

      The no is immediate.

      Everyone hears it.

      Ella hears it too.

      "No," she says again. "Not now. I don't want guarding. I don't want anyone under it. I don't want anyone reading it for me."

      Naila nods.

      "Okay."

      "I might archive it."

      Theo says, "Okay."

      "I might not."

      "Okay."

      "I might delete every comment he ever wrote."

      Marcus says, "Okay."

      "I might not."

      Naila says, "Okay."

      Ella looks at them.

      "You're all being very okay."

      "We were trained by your mum," Marcus says.

      Ella almost laughs again.

      Then does not.

      The mention of Helen pulls the house back into the stairwell. The front room. The laptop. Mum saying It's Dad. Mum with the account. Mum knowing before her. Mum not saying the word that would have made the thing impossible to hold.

      "She didn't call him something," Ella says.

      Naila's face sharpens.

      "What?"

      "Mum. She didn't call him—" Ella stops. The word is not there because Helen did not put it there, and Ella is grateful and frightened by that. "She just told me what he did."

      Theo nods slowly.

      "That's good."

      "Yes."

      "Is it?"

      "I think so."

      Naila says, "Do you want us to know everything?"

      Ella shakes her head.

      "Not everything."

      "Okay."

      "I don't know everything."

      "Okay."

      "I don't want people knowing."

      "Okay."

      "I mean people people."

      "We won't tell," Naila says.

      Theo says, "Obviously."

      Marcus says, "I will become a locked vault."

      Naila looks at him.

      "A tasteful vault."

      "Better."

      Ella believes them.

      This is the first piece of ground.

      Small.

      But ground.

      The door below them opens.

      A group of students comes in, loud, laughing, halfway up the first flight before seeing the four of them arranged on the landing like a small disaster committee.

      They quieten.

      One of them says, "Sorry."

      As if grief has booked the stairwell.

      They turn and go back out.

      Marcus says, "We have incredible energy."

      Theo says, "We look like a band that broke up before releasing anything."

      Naila says, "Marcus, stop making me laugh."

      "I'm not trying."

      "That's the problem."

      Ella feels the laugh rise and stop.

      Not because it cannot come.

      Because something else has moved underneath it.

      "I need to see the work," she says.

      Naila turns.

      "What?"

      "Not the account. The pages."

      Theo nods.

      "Yes."

      "I need to know if they're still…" She stops.

      Good.

      Mine.

      Alive.

      Words crowd and none of them fit.

      Naila says, "We can come."

      "No."

      The answer is not sharp.

      Just certain.

      "I need to see them alone first."

      "Okay."

      "But maybe after."

      "Okay."

      Marcus says, "I can provide absolutely no useful visual analysis, but I can stand nearby and eat things."

      Ella looks at him.

      "That might help."

      "I was born for this."

      They sit until the bell goes.

      None of them moves immediately.

      Then Theo stands.

      "We don't have to go."

      "I do," Ella says.

      Naila looks at her.

      "To class?"

      "No. Home."

      "I'll come."

      "No."

      Naila opens her mouth.

      Ella says, "Please."

      Naila closes it.

      "Text when you get there."

      Ella makes a face.

      "Don't become my mum."

      "I have literally always been your mum in an emergency."

      "True."

      They stand.

      At the stairwell door, Marcus says, "For what it's worth."

      Everyone looks at him.

      He looks uncomfortable.

      "I'm really sorry," he says.

      The sentence is plain.

      No joke.

      No trick.

      It is almost too much.

      Ella nods.

      "Thanks."

      Then he adds, because he is Marcus and cannot live in the plain place too long:

      "I will now return to being emotionally unqualified."

      Ella says, "Thank God."

      They go back into the corridor.

      The college receives them without ceremony.

      People move past. Bags. Coats. Noise. Someone shouting about a missing charger. Someone crying in a toilet maybe. Someone laughing too loudly because lunchtime is ending and the world is made of people failing to notice the correct things.

      Ella walks towards the exit.

      Naila, Theo and Marcus do not follow.

      This is love.

      At the door, Ella turns back.

      They are still there.

      Not following.

      Just there.

      She lifts one hand.

      They lift theirs.

      Small.

      Ridiculous.

      Enough.

      Outside, Brighton is grey and wet and going on.

      Ella walks to the bus stop.

      On the bus home, she does not open Instagram.

      She does not open the account.

      She opens her photos.

      The pictures of the pages are there. Cherry-girl. Hand over mouth. Collarbone. Wrist. Mouth. Chair. Water-body.

      She looks at the thumbnails.

      They are small enough to survive looking.

      For now.

      At home, Helen is in the kitchen.

      Helen stands when Ella comes in.

      Ella says, "Don't."

      Helen sits down again.

      Ella takes off her coat.

      Hangs it badly on the chair.

      "I told them," she says.

      Helen breathes in.

      "Okay."

      "Not everything."

      "Okay."

      "They won't tell."

      "I know."

      "You don't know."

      "No."

      "They won't."

      "Okay."

      Ella looks at her mother.

      There is too much in the look for either of them to hold long.

      "I'm going upstairs."

      "Okay."

      "I'm going to look at the work."

      Helen's face changes.

      Ella sees it.

      "Not the account."

      Helen nods.

      "The pages."

      "Yes."

      "I need to know."

      Helen says, "I understand."

      Ella almost says, stop saying that.

      She does not.

      Maybe Helen does.

      Maybe not.

      Ella goes upstairs.

      In her room, the pages are where she left them.

      Not arranged. Not hidden. Not displayed. Existing in drawers and under books and between sketchbook leaves, in the old chaotic geography of making.

      She takes them out one by one.

      Places them on the floor.

      Cherry-girl.

      Hand over mouth.

      The collarbone.

      The wrist.

      The foot.

      The mouth.

      The railing.

      The open figure.

      The chair.

      The water-body.

      She does not place them in the order of posting at first.

      Then she does.

      The order matters.

      She sits cross-legged on the floor in the middle of them.

      The room is quiet.

      No account.

      No comments.

      No Echo Boy beneath them.

      Only paper.

      Only stain.

      Only line.

      At first, all she sees is him.

      Dad under the cherry-girl.

      Dad under the hand.

      Dad under the open figure.

      Dad saying I saw it.

      Dad saying But yes.

      Dad. Dad. Dad.

      She almost gathers the pages back up.

      Then she sees the wrist.

      The actual wrist.

      Blue line, coffee-shadow, the little place where the ink had thickened because her hand hesitated and then did not.

      The drawing is good.

      The thought arrives before she can stop it.

      She is angry at the thought.

      The drawing is still good.

      She looks at the collarbone.

      Good.

      The mouth.

      Good.

      The chair.

      Good.

      The water-body frightens her.

      Still good.

      She puts both hands on the floor.

      The comments had changed the work.

      They had not made it.

      The sentence comes quietly.

      Not as a triumph.

      Not as healing.

      Only as a fact small enough to sit beside the other facts.

      The comments had changed the work.

      They had not made it.

      She says it aloud.

      "The comments didn't make it."

      The room listens.

      No one answers.

      Good.

      She looks at the pages.

      They are not clean.

      They will never be clean again.

      But they are hers.

      The hand over the mouth is hers.

      The wrist is hers.

      The open figure is hers.

      The water-body is hers, even if the question now hurts to look at. Especially because it hurts to look at.

      She gathers the pages slowly.

      Not hiding.

      Not destroying.

      Ordering.

      She places them in a stack.

      Then takes the water-body from the top and puts it separately on the desk.

      It is too soon to know why.

      That is fine.

      She does not post.

      She does not delete.

      She does not archive.

      Not today.

      She sits at the desk.

      Takes out a blank page.

      The blank page looks back.

      It does not invite her.

      It does not accuse her.

      For the first time in days, it is only blank.

      Ella picks up the pen.

      Then puts it down.

      Not yet.

      But not never.

      Downstairs, Helen sits in the kitchen and does not go up.

      This, too, is love.

    
  
    
      Chapter 42

      Not Him

      Mira waits outside Room 4 after ensemble. She has not been told to wait. No one has asked her to remain behind.

      Mr Martin is absent.

      That is how the sixth-form centre has phrased it.

      Absent.

      The word is almost elegant in its uselessness.

      Mira stands beside the noticeboard with her violin case in one hand and her phone in the other.

      The case is closed.

      The phone is locked.

      This is perhaps the most honest arrangement of the objects available to her.

      The corridor smells of radiator dust and rain and wet coats. The winter concert poster is still curling at one corner. Someone has drawn a moustache on last year's choir photograph and someone else has tried to rub it off with a wet finger, leaving a grey blur under the head girl's nose. In the practice room beyond the door, a drummer is doing something so repetitive and hopeless that after a while it stops sounding like music and becomes weather.

      Jamie comes out last.

      Guitar case over one shoulder. Loop pedal in his hand. Headphones around his neck. Face tired in a way Mira recognises because she has been watching tiredness move through him all week, attaching itself to the jaw, the eyes, the way he holds his shoulders when he thinks no one is looking.

      He sees her.

      He stops.

      Not dramatically. Only enough.

      "Mira."

      "Jamie."

      They stand with the corridor between them.

      This is not like the last time.

      The last time she had anger to stand inside. Anger is useful. Anger makes the body larger. Anger gives the mouth somewhere to go. This time she has no anger that belongs cleanly to her. The anger is there, but it is scattered, attached to too many people, some of whom are not guilty enough and some of whom are guilty in ways too large to touch.

      Jamie shifts the guitar case higher on his shoulder.

      "You okay?"

      Mira almost laughs.

      This is, apparently, what people say when there are no survivable sentences.

      "No."

      Jamie nods.

      "Yeah."

      The yeah is not agreement. It is permission for no to remain no.

      That makes it harder.

      She looks at the floor.

      The lino has a black scuff mark near the skirting board where someone has been hitting the wall with a chair leg or a case or a shoe over and over, not enough to break anything, enough to make a mark. Mira stares at it.

      "I thought it was you," she says.

      Jamie says nothing.

      "I needed it to be you."

      That makes him look up.

      Not quickly.

      But fully.

      "Why?"

      She had expected him not to ask.

      She had expected him to know.

      This has always been one of the stupidities of wanting someone: the belief that they will understand the humiliating architecture of your feelings without you having to draw them a plan.

      Mira tightens her hand around the violin handle.

      "Because then it meant you were choosing her."

      Jamie's face changes.

      He looks younger for a second.

      Then older.

      "I wasn't."

      "I know."

      "I mean I wasn't Echo Boy."

      "I know."

      The sentence has weight now.

      I know.

      Not I suspect. Not I'm trying to accept it. I know.

      Mr Martin's absence has done what Jamie's denial could not. The school has changed its rooms around a man. Even the adults' careful faces have become a kind of proof.

      Mira looks at him.

      "But you wanted to be."

      Jamie does not answer.

      The drummer in the practice room stops.

      Silence enters too quickly.

      Then the drummer begins again, worse.

      Jamie says, "Maybe."

      Mira nods.

      The maybe hurts less than denial would have.

      More, perhaps.

      "That's almost worse," she says.

      Jamie's face hardens.

      "No."

      The no is immediate.

      Mira looks at him.

      "No?"

      "No. It isn't."

      She blinks.

      "I didn't mean—"

      "I know what you meant."

      His voice is quiet, but there is something in it she has not heard from him before. Not anger exactly. A line.

      "I wanted to answer," Jamie says. "I didn't."

      "You wrote something."

      "Yes."

      "Because it would be weird."

      "Yes."

      "Because it wasn't your place."

      He looks at her then.

      She knows, from his face, that she has hit the sentence that matters.

      "Yes."

      The word lands between them.

      Mira looks away first.

      The corridor is empty now. The last of the music students have gone. A door closes somewhere downstairs. Mr Halstead's voice moves briefly through the stairwell and disappears. The sixth-form centre is entering the after-hours state of institutional tiredness, when the lights are too bright for the number of people left inside.

      Mira says, "I hated her."

      Jamie says nothing.

      "I know that's awful."

      He still says nothing.

      "She was just there. Not even here. Not in this building. Not in the room. And still." She stops. "You were reading her. Everyone was reading her."

      Jamie looks at the noticeboard.

      Mira continues because the sentence has begun and must get worse before it can stop.

      "She put something up and people changed around it. You changed around it. He changed around it. I was in the actual room with you and I felt like I was watching you listen to someone who wasn't even present."

      Jamie's mouth moves slightly.

      No sound.

      "I know that doesn't make what I did okay."

      "No."

      The no is quiet.

      She looks at him sharply.

      He does not soften it.

      Good.

      Or not good.

      But right.

      "I wrote things," she says.

      "I know."

      "You know?"

      He nods.

      "Mira."

      The name is worse than accusation.

      She looks down at her phone.

      There are so many accounts in it.

      Not on the screen now. Not visible. But in the memory of the device, in the hidden architecture of the apps and logins and email addresses and names she made because names were cheap and damage was easy when the person doing the damage had no face.

      Everyone in this has been hiding behind something.

      "I thought if I made her smaller," Mira says, "you might stop looking."

      Jamie's face changes.

      "That's horrible."

      "I know."

      "No. I mean—" He stops. "I don't know what I mean."

      "It is horrible."

      "Yes."

      She takes that.

      She needs him not to rescue her from it.

      He does not.

      For a while they stand there with the horrible thing said.

      Then Jamie says, "Does she know?"

      Mira shakes her head.

      "Not me. Not properly. I don't think."

      "Good."

      The word hurts.

      He hears it.

      "I mean, not good. But—"

      "No. I know."

      "She has enough."

      Mira looks at him.

      He looks back.

      "She has enough," he says again.

      That is the first rule, she understands.

      Not about her.

      Not about him.

      Not about whether the apology would make Mira feel less like something with teeth.

      Ella has enough.

      Mira nods.

      "I wrote an apology."

      Jamie's expression shifts.

      "To her?"

      "Yes. No. I didn't send it."

      "Good."

      Again the word.

      This time she is ready for it.

      Jamie says, "Don't make her carry it."

      Mira closes her eyes.

      There.

      There is the sentence.

      Not don't apologise. Not you should feel bad. Not you are awful. Not any of the dramatic sentences Mira might have preferred because dramatic sentences can be fought or worn or turned into more feeling.

      Don't make her carry it.

      She opens her eyes.

      "What do I do with it then?"

      Jamie looks at the floor.

      "I don't know."

      This is his most honest answer.

      It is not satisfying.

      It is also the only answer available.

      Mira laughs once.

      Not pleasantly.

      "Great."

      "Tell someone else."

      "Who?"

      He lifts one shoulder.

      "Someone who isn't her."

      "My mum?"

      "Maybe."

      Mira thinks of her mother downstairs at home, making toast, pretending not to count how much of it is eaten, pretending not to notice the closed violin case, the closed door, the face Mira has been wearing for months as if the face is weather and not a warning.

      "Mum would cry," she says.

      "Maybe she should."

      Mira hates him for that.

      Then does not.

      Jamie shifts the guitar case again.

      It is an old movement now. One she knows. One she has loved stupidly because sometimes wanting someone attaches itself to the smallest mechanics of them: how they move a strap, how they look at the floor before answering, how they pretend not to know they are kind when kindness appears despite them.

      She says, "You do like her."

      Jamie looks at her.

      It is not a question.

      He does not answer.

      The silence is answer enough.

      Mira nods.

      "Right."

      "Mira—"

      "No. It's all right."

      "It isn't."

      "No," she says. "But that part is."

      He waits.

      She did not expect herself to say that.

      She means it, strangely.

      His liking Ella is not the crime. It never was. It was only the thing she tried to turn into a crime because then her pain would have a defendant.

      "You can like her," Mira says.

      Jamie looks away.

      "I'm not going to do anything."

      "I know."

      "I mean it."

      "I know."

      "She doesn't need—"

      "I know."

      He looks back.

      She does know.

      This is new.

      "She doesn't need another boy under the work," Mira says.

      Jamie's eyes sting suddenly, though he would deny it if asked.

      "No."

      "She doesn't need me either."

      "No."

      Mira almost smiles.

      "You're not supposed to agree that fast."

      "Sorry."

      "Don't be. It's correct."

      They stand in the corridor until the drummer finally stops. The silence after the bad drumming is enormous.

      Mira says, "I'm going to go home."

      "Okay."

      "You?"

      "Yeah."

      Neither moves.

      Then Jamie says, "I told him the account name."

      Mira looks at him.

      The sentence has been waiting too.

      "I know I didn't know," he says quickly, because she has not said anything and because he needs to put the defence down before someone else has to give it to him. "I know that. Marcus said that. Everyone would say that. But I told him."

      Mira looks at the winter concert poster.

      Jamie in the front row last year, guitar in hand, not looking at the camera. Mira two rows behind him with the violin. Mr Martin at the edge of the shot, half turned, clapping for someone outside the frame.

      She had not noticed him in the photograph before.

      Now he is there.

      "I sent comments," Mira says.

      Jamie looks at her.

      "I know I didn't know what it really was. I know that. Everyone would say that. But I sent them."

      The two sentences stand beside each other.

      I told him.

      I sent them.

      Not equal.

      Not comparable.

      Not absolving.

      Beside.

      Jamie nods once.

      "Yeah."

      "Yeah."

      There is nothing else to do with it.

      Not here.

      Maybe not anywhere.

      Mira picks up her violin case properly.

      The weight settles in her hand.

      "Jamie."

      "Yeah?"

      "Don't be him."

      He understands.

      Echo Boy.

      Mr Martin.

      The voice that says the exact thing and learns what power feels like.

      The boy who could become the wrong kind of reader if he decides his feeling gives him permission.

      "I won't," he says.

      She believes him.

      Enough.

      He says, "Tell your mum."

      Mira rolls her eyes.

      The gesture is almost normal.

      Almost.

      "Fine."

      "I mean it."

      "I know."

      "Good."

      "Don't become wise. It's upsetting."

      "I'll try."

      She turns.

      Walks towards the stairwell.

      At the top, she stops but does not turn around.

      "I did want you to like me," she says.

      Jamie says nothing.

      "I know."

      She leaves before he can answer.

      This is merciful.

      For both of them.

      Outside, the rain has thinned to mist. Mira walks home with the violin case in her hand. Not over her shoulder. In her hand. The weight is honest there.

      At home, her mother is in the kitchen.

      Of course she is.

      Mothers, Mira thinks, are always in kitchens when the wrong thing has to be said.

      Her mother looks up.

      "Hi, love."

      Mira stands in the doorway.

      For a moment she cannot speak.

      Then she says, "I need to tell you something."

      Her mother's face changes.

      Not much.

      Enough.

      "Okay," she says.

      Mira puts the violin case down.

      It makes a small sound on the tile.

    
  
    
      Chapter 43

      Open Case

      Mira's violin case is open. This is the first thing. Not for long. Not every day. But open enough that the corner of the room has stopped being the place a closed case lives.

      The case is open now because she has been doing the second movement slowly, as Mr Halstead asked. Slowly meaning slower than she thinks slowly means. The phrase had been impossible the first day. It had become difficult the second day. By the fifth day, the difficulty had become a kind of company. The phrase did not love her. It was not interested in whether she had earned it. It only asked her to make it the right speed.

      This is restful.

      She had not known a thing could be restful by refusing to be about her.

      She plays for forty minutes.

      The phone is downstairs.

      This is one of the rules now. Not Jamie's. Not her mother's. Hers. The phone has its own room. The room is the kitchen counter. The phone stays there during practice and stays there during dinner and stays there during the long stretches of evening when the body wants to lift it without remembering why.

      She has stopped making accounts.

      She has not made one for sixty-one days.

      She counts because counting helps. Counting was how the bad time worked — make account, comment, watch the comment disappear, make another. Counting backwards is how this time works. Day one. Day twelve. Day forty. Day sixty-one. The number is small enough to lose if she stops paying attention, so she pays attention.

      Her mother has cried twice.

      Once when Mira told her, on the kitchen tile, in the moment after the violin case made its small sound. Then again a week later, without ceremony, while peeling carrots. Mira had said nothing the second time. She had handed her mother the tea towel. Her mother had wiped her face and continued peeling.

      This had felt like the right way to be cried at.

      Mira has not seen Ella.

      This is by arrangement.

      Not Ella's arrangement. Mira's. She has changed her route through the sixth-form centre. She takes the back stairs to the music corridor. She enters drawing class three minutes late so that Ella is already at the back table and Mira can sit at the front without crossing the room. She does not look toward the back table.

      This is not avoidance, she has decided.

      This is not deserving the look.

      Jamie's sentence has stayed.

      Don't make her carry it.

      The sentence has become a small structure in the room. Mira lives near it. She moves around it the way one moves around furniture. The sentence is not punishment. The sentence is direction.

      She plays the phrase again.

      Slower.

      The G is sour. She stops. Adjusts. Plays it again. Sour again. Stops. Tunes the string. Plays it again. The note arrives correctly. The phrase continues.

      The phone does not vibrate downstairs.

      She would not hear it if it did.

      After practice, she goes downstairs.

      Her mother is in the kitchen.

      Of course she is.

      Her mother says, "How was it?"

      Mira says, "Sour G."

      Her mother says, "Sour G is character development."

      Mira almost smiles.

      She gets a glass of water.

      The phone is on the counter where she left it.

      She does not pick it up immediately.

      This is the practice.

      She drinks the water.

      Then she picks the phone up and looks at the screen.

      There is nothing on it.

      This is fine.

      She puts it back on the counter, face down this time, which is a decision rather than a habit.

      Her mother does not comment.

      This is one of the things her mother has become good at.

      In her room, the case is still open.

      The bow rests on the chair.

      The violin lies in the velvet.

      She does not close the case before bed.

      This is new.

      The case stays open through the night.

      She does not know what this means yet.

      She does not have to know yet.

    
  
    
      Chapter 44

      No One Came Under It

      For twelve days, the account is quiet. Not dead. Quiet. This distinction matters to Ella, though she does not explain it to anyone because explaining it would require opening the account in language and she is not ready to do that. Dead would mean ended. Dead would mean fixed in the past. Quiet is different. Quiet sits beside her. Quiet moves through the room with her. Quiet waits without asking to be fed.

      No new posts.

      No comments.

      No Echo Boy.

      Helen has the password.

      Ella has not asked for it.

      This surprises everyone, including Ella.

      For the first three days she thinks about asking every hour. Not because she wants to post. Not exactly. Because the locked account has become another room in the house and she can feel the door of it. She knows Helen has the key. She knows Greg does not. She knows Echo Boy is inside and not inside, the way dead things remain in the rooms where they happened.

      On the fourth day, Naila comes over and they do not talk about it for forty minutes.

      This is the best thing Naila does.

      They sit on the floor of Ella's room with the pages stacked on the desk and the radiator ticking under the window and Naila's coat still on because Naila says taking it off would imply confidence she does not have. Theo arrives later with coffee nobody drinks and Marcus arrives after that with a packet of biscuits and says, "I brought plain digestives because I panicked and went medically bland."

      Ella says, "Thank you."

      Marcus says, "It was this or party rings, and party rings felt ideologically wrong."

      Theo says, "You have never used ideologically correctly."

      "I have never used it with more feeling."

      Naila laughs.

      Ella does too.

      Not much.

      Enough.

      They do not ask about Greg. They do not ask about Echo Boy. They do not ask what happens now. This is difficult for them. Ella can see the questions collecting behind their faces like weather behind glass. She loves them for not letting the weather in.

      On the sixth day, Helen says, "Your dad has not contacted me."

      Ella looks at her.

      They are in the kitchen. The new place. Or the old place trying to become new again. There is toast. There is tea. There is cheap coffee on the side for work, unopened.

      "Okay," Ella says.

      "I told him I would tell you if he did."

      "Okay."

      Helen waits.

      Ella waits.

      The kettle clicks off.

      Ella says, "Is that meant to make me feel better?"

      "No."

      "Good."

      "I thought you should know."

      "Okay."

      This time the okay is different.

      Not forgiveness.

      Information received.

      Helen nods.

      Neither of them says more.

      On the eighth day, Ella opens the drawer.

      Not the account.

      The drawer.

      The pages are in there now, ordered but not hidden. Cherry-girl. Hand over mouth. Collarbone. Wrist. Mouth. Open figure. Chair. Water-body. She has placed them between two sheets of cheap cartridge paper because this is what Mrs Williams once told them to do with work that still needed to breathe.

      She takes them out.

      Places them on the floor.

      The room does not tilt.

      This is new.

      She looks at cherry-girl first.

      The mouth. The fruit. The stain. The old smudge of red where the cherry had bled sideways into the paper and made the cheek look bruised if you wanted it to. She remembers making it. She remembers not knowing what it was and then knowing too late. She remembers the first comments, the ugly ones, the feeling of shrinking. She remembers Echo Boy coming under it.

      She does not read the comment.

      This is important.

      The piece holds without it.

      Not easily.

      Not cleanly.

      But it holds.

      She looks at the wrist.

      The line is good.

      She had known this before. She knows it again.

      The line is not innocent now. None of them are. The work has been touched by the wrong reader, and the touch cannot be removed by deciding to remove it. But the line remains the line.

      The comments had changed the work. They had not made it.

      She had said that once and the sentence had stayed. It is still there, not as comfort, but as a little nail in the wall. Something to hang one fact on.

      —

      On the tenth day, Mrs Williams says nothing about the missed work and everything about the blank page.

      Ella has gone back to college.

      Not for full days. Not yet. Morning sessions. Drawing. Library sometimes. Canteen never if she can avoid it. The stairwell above the library has become theirs now, which is unfair to anyone who needs to hide or kiss or make a difficult phone call, but the stairwell has accepted its role with peeling-paint dignity.

      In drawing, the room is already working when Ella arrives. Charcoal dust on the tables. The old sink marked with paint. Someone arguing with masking tape. Someone else sharpening a pencil into a bin and missing almost all of it.

      Mrs Williams looks up.

      Does not do the face.

      This is one of the reasons Ella trusts her.

      "Morning," Mrs Williams says.

      "Morning."

      "Back table if you want it."

      Ella nods.

      She takes the back table.

      The page is blank.

      For forty minutes, it stays blank.

      People move around her. Bags. Chairs. The tap at the sink. Mrs Williams talking quietly to someone about negative space. Marcus muttering to himself as if his pencil has betrayed him personally. Naila on the next table, not looking at Ella with enormous effort. Theo drawing something small and furious in the corner of her page.

      Mrs Williams comes past twenty minutes before the end.

      She stops.

      Looks.

      Does not say, draw.

      Does not say, are you all right.

      She says, "Sometimes the page is doing its own work."

      Then moves on.

      Ella hates this for being good.

      She draws nothing that day.

      But she stays until the end.

      This counts.

      On the twelfth day, she makes a line.

      Not at college.

      At home.

      Not because Mrs Williams has put anything on a table. Not because there is an object to answer. Not because the account is waiting. Because the page is there and the light has fallen badly across it and her hand, without permission, begins.

      The page has been on the desk for three days. The pen is beside it because pens arrange themselves near pages in the hope of being believed in. The room is ordinary. The bed is unmade. The cup on the desk is empty. The radiator is ticking. The curtain has not been pulled properly and a thin line of evening has come through the gap between curtain and wall.

      The line of light falls across the sill.

      That is all.

      Not dramatic light.

      Not golden.

      Not symbolic in any way it has asked to be.

      A narrow, pale strip on cheap white paint. Dust in it. A small chip in the sill where the old paint lifts. The edge of the curtain making one side of the brightness crooked.

      Ella picks up the pen to move it.

      Then does not move it.

      The hand begins before the mind has agreed.

      A small line.

      Lower left.

      The edge of the sill.

      Another line.

      The wall.

      A little shadow.

      The place where the curtain fails to meet the wall.

      The drawing is almost nothing. It does not ask to become a body. It does not ask to become a mouth. It does not ask where the reader is. It does not ask if anyone is real.

      It is a corner of light.

      She keeps drawing.

      Not much.

      Enough.

      The line is quieter than it used to be. Or perhaps she is listening differently. The line does not rush to become charged. It does not lean toward the account. It does not turn and ask whether someone has seen it.

      It is only doing the small work of being placed.

      Ella shades the edge of the curtain with the side of the pen. Rubs once with her thumb. Stops.

      She leaves the blank part blank.

      This feels important.

      For a moment she considers adding colour.

      Coffee. Fruit. Anything.

      No.

      She leaves it.

      The light is the paper.

      The paper is enough.

      She sits back.

      The page is not important.

      This is what she thinks first.

      The page is small.

      The page is almost nothing.

      The page is not the next great piece. Not the answer. Not recovery. Not proof that she is fine. Not proof that Greg did not break something. Not proof that Echo Boy did not matter.

      Only a narrow line of light on a sill.

      Only the page taking the line and not asking who the line was for.

      She writes no poem.

      Then she writes one anyway.

      Not under the image.

      On the back.

      Where no one will see it unless they turn the page over.

      The light came in. No one brought it.

      She reads it.

      Too neat.

      She nearly crosses it out.

      Does not.

      Instead, she writes underneath:

      I am leaving it.

      That is better.

      She turns the page back over.

      The image faces up.

      The poem is hidden.

      She photographs the piece.

      This surprises her.

      The body remembers the movement before the mind decides whether the movement is allowed. Phone. Camera. Crop. The small rituals of making public.

      She looks at the photograph.

      Then at the page.

      Then at the photograph again.

      The account is locked.

      Helen has the password.

      Ella could ask.

      She does not.

      She opens the app and stops before the login screen.

      Not today.

      She saves the photograph to drafts.

      No caption.

      No post.

      The draft sits there, not asking to be answered.

      She puts the phone face down.

      After a while, she turns it over.

      The draft is still there.

      Nothing has happened.

      Nothing happens for a long time.

      Nothing ending is different from nothing happening.

      She is beginning to learn this.

      Downstairs, Helen is in the kitchen.

      She does not come up.

      This, still, is love.

      Ella picks up the page and pins it to the wall with one piece of blu-tack.

      It hangs slightly crooked.

      She leaves it.

      The light came in. No one brought it.

      She does not know yet whether the sentence is true.

      She only knows that she made the page before anyone answered.

      No one came under it.

      Nothing ended.

    
  
    
      Chapter 45

      Hi

      Greg has not written since November. This is not true. He has written plenty.

      He has written apologies in the notes app and deleted them. He has written a letter on the laptop and closed it without saving. He has written the beginning of an email to Helen and stopped at Dear because dear is no longer a word he can place safely before her name. He has written Ella's name in the search bar of Instagram and removed it before pressing enter.

      He has written in every possible place except the place that would send.

      So: Greg has not sent anything for five months.

      This is the fact that matters.

      The account is gone from his phone.

      Not deleted. Not by him. Taken. Locked. Removed from reach.

      He had tried once, on the first morning after, not to log in exactly, only to see the screen, only to place his thumb where the old door had been. The app had asked for a password he no longer knew and a code sent to a number he did not have.

      Good, he had thought.

      Then hated himself for thinking good because good was Ella's word. Her small reply beneath his last answer.

      good

      He has not opened it since.

      The piano is open.

      This is new.

      For weeks it had stayed closed. Then one evening in December, without ceremony, he opened it. He did not play. The open piano remained in the room like a question he had decided not to answer.

      In January he played a scale.

      Badly.

      This offended him enough to make him laugh, once, alone in the flat.

      In February he played the first three bars of the phrase.

      In March he stopped before the fourth.

      Not Jamie's.

      Not his.

      Not any version of it.

      He stopped before the place where the music wanted to be resolved and let the unresolved thing stand in the room until the room got bored and became only room again.

      This is perhaps what he deserves.

      He does not know.

      He has stopped using deserves as a way to arrange himself. Deserves is too interested in balance. Nothing is balanced.

      Helen has messaged him four times across the months.

      Not kindly.

      Not cruelly.

      Practically.

      She is safe.

      She knows you are not to contact her.

      She has the account.

      She is making.

      That last message had come two months ago.

      He had sat with the phone in both hands for several minutes after reading it.

      She is making.

      No detail. No photograph. No title. No description. No permission to imagine himself inside it.

      Just the fact.

      She is making.

      He had replied:

      Thank you.

      Then deleted it.

      Thank you was not wrong, but it asked Helen to receive gratitude she had not offered to carry.

      He replied instead:

      I understand.

      Helen had not answered.

      This was right.

      Now it is April, and it is evening.

      Not late.

      The flat is in the blue part of the day when the windows hold a little of the sky and the lamps have not yet decided whether they are necessary. Rain has stopped against the glass. The street below is wet and orange with reflected lights. Somewhere, someone is laughing too loudly on the pavement. Somewhere else, a car alarm makes two half-hearted sounds and then changes its mind.

      Greg is at the kitchen table.

      The phone is face down beside his hand.

      Not in his hand.

      This is one of the rules.

      Not Helen's.

      His.

      The phone does not live in his palm now. It does not sit beside the laptop with the screen up and the world ready. It stays face down unless it needs to be used. He has learned, late and poorly, that wanting to be available can become another form of waiting to enter.

      The laptop is closed.

      The piano is open.

      The room is quiet.

      On the table, beside the phone, is a piece of paper.

      One sentence.

      He wrote it months ago and has not moved it since.

      I will wait until she decides there is something to say.

      He has not shown it to anyone.

      It is not a promise if it requires an audience.

      The phone lights.

      Not a sound.

      Only light.

      A pale rectangle on the table.

      Greg looks at it.

      He does not touch it.

      The screen fades.

      Dark again.

      He waits.

      His hand remains where it is.

      The phone lights a second time, because some notifications insist on being known.

      This time he sees the icon.

      Instagram.

      His body reacts before he can stop it.

      Not hope.

      Not exactly.

      Something older than hope and less clean.

      He does not move.

      The screen begins to dim.

      Then wakes fully as the notification settles.

      Ella Martin sent you a message.

      Not amouthfulofcherries.

      Not Echo Boy.

      Ella Martin.

      His daughter's real name on his real account.

      For several seconds, he cannot breathe.

      He does not open it.

      He cannot.

      The notification sits there, bright and ordinary and impossible.

      Ella Martin sent you a message.

      Under it, the preview.

      Hi

      The word is small.

      Two letters.

      No full stop.

      No poem.

      No picture.

      No hidden room.

      Greg puts one hand flat on the table because the table is there and his body needs proof of something solid.

      The phone remains lit.

      The message remains.

      Hi

      He does not answer.

      Not yet.

      The room is very quiet.

      The piano is open.

      The laptop is closed.

      Outside, the wet street keeps taking light from passing cars and giving it back badly.

      Greg looks at the word until the screen goes dark.

      Then, after a moment, it lights again in his hand because he has picked up the phone.

      The message is still there.

      Hi

      He reads it once.

      Then again.

      There is nothing underneath it to interpret.

      That is the gift.

      He touches the notification.

      The message opens.

      One word in the thread.

      Hi

      He places the phone back on the table.

      Face up this time.

      He sits with it.

      Across Brighton, in her room, Ella has put her own phone face down on the desk.

      The window piece is on the wall.

      Crooked.

      The account is still quiet.

      The draft is still unposted.

      Downstairs, Helen is in the kitchen, rinsing a cup she has already rinsed once.

      In the flat, Greg looks at the message.

      There is no voice to hide in.

      No art beneath him.

      No comment field.

      No Echo Boy.

      Only the first word.

      He sits in the blue room, visible at last, and does not make it beautiful.

      Not yet.
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