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Part One:

~ Daniel ~

Old St. Bart

From the Millwrights Arms, chip shop and petrol station, Cooper’s Hill rises for a little under
a mile, past a hotchpotch of old and new houses, cul-de-sacs of flats and garages, a
launderette, Chinese take-away and general store. On one side of the road, just before the
summit, bricks and mortar give way to railings and high hedging, behind which lurks the
sprawling cemetery of the local church. Nestling among the tangled yew trees and
gravestones, the church itself looks rather forlorn and forgotten. From the road, only the
spire is visible, the rest appears only when passing the north or west gates.

‘Old” St. Bart’s (the other Church of Saint Bartholomew in town is presumably
younger) is not somewhere people come to seek out the finest stained glass or impressive
stonework; or somewhere to gaze in awe at intricate screens or pulpits. Its hard, upright pews
speak more of God’s wrath than of His mercy. This is not a church to elevate or inspire, and
for much of the time it stands idle, sanctuary only to lovers, drunks and vandals. Increasingly,
the doors are simply closed for business. Every two or three months a family service might
inject a breath of new life, or a funeral new death. Weddings or christenings are never held
here. Of course there are the fixed points of the calendar: Faster, Lent, Harvest Festival,
Christmas. The candlelit vigil with carols last night and the full-blown service this morning
have undoubtedly been the highlights of the year. But few of the church’s flock will have
attended either, and the person now sitting five rows back on the left suspects he’s been
today’s only caller since the vicat’s parting amen.

The Reverend Nicholls would be surprised to see this man sat here. Daniel George was
someone who never came to sing hymns or say prayers, or in any other way collude with
promises of salvation and eternal life. It wasn’t Christ’s birthday that had drawn him in this
afternoon, only the sudden rainstorm on his way to visit a grave. Graveyards he can kind of
forgive; churches he can’t. Even as the sermons raise death aloft in hollow praise, outside the
lowly graveyard brings it back down to earth with a thud: those tenderly laid flowers withering
and dying in mimicry of the loved ones they honour; the headstones blackened and
crumbling; the weeds that endlessly invade.

Even here, walled up behind thick stone, the Almighty is forced to confront these



profanities of nature. Around the east window, great patches of damp peel back the
whitewash and scatter it confetti-like over the choir stalls. For all the scented candles and
applications of wax polish, the musty smells of mildew and mould still taint the air. And our
good lord fares little better against the sacrilege of man. Every wall sports traces of over-
painted graffiti; sweet wrappers and used tissues join the discarded orders of service on the
floor; someone has stuck gum to the back of a pew. The profane eats into the sacred. The
outside creeps inside. Death wins the day.

It was a death that first brought Daniel here more than ten years ago — though few
memories of the funeral survive. Rain or no rain, he wouldn’t otherwise have come.
Memories are the last thing he needs more of today. Already they’'ve been tumbling
unstoppable into his head, like old photos tipped from a shoebox. This morning when he
woke his window ledge had become a dockland of model battleships; at breakfast, the
sourness of plum jam had whisked him up into the old greengage tree by the garden shed;
dunking his hands into the kitchen sink after lunch had brought seawater sifting the sand
from a clutch of exquisite shells. And, as he gazes up now at the vaulted roof crossed with
beams, he’s seeing only an expanse of Artex strung with paper chains. Those hanging
tapestries are just cheap cards threaded on string. The altar, its pewter candlesticks and cloth,
are a table set for three, laid with torn vinyl, unmatched tumblers, crackers and a solitary
candle tied with ribbon. He’s a child again, kneeling in the corner beside a plastic tree.
Around him lie the spoils of a Christmas morning: boxed sweets; tangerines and nuts;
discarded wrapping paper — still parcel-shaped at one end, but ripped through at the other like
a head-on collision; two sets of colouring pens; a battalion of toy soldiers; the latest Bond car;
a pair of trainers; a joke book and a box of magic tricks. The memory lingers over his hands,
carefully fashioning a strip of paper, twisting the ends before gluing them together and
meticulously cutting the loop lengthways into two. Ever the sceptic, he rechecks the
instructions before making the final snip. Then, ‘Hey Presto!” Just as promised: not two loops
at all: still just the one, but twice the length. Bedazzled, he runs the strip repeatedly through
his fingers to find the trick. But there is none. This is real magic. Another glance at the
instructions and again the lengthwise cut and the boy Daniel is squawking with delight. Two
loops now — yet miraculously intertwined like the paper chains above his head...

...Above his head, the start-stop drumming on the church roof — rain on slate — water
on stone, like the drag of waves over shingle; new footage now spooling through his head,
old, faded, VHS grade: Daniel, running for all his worth along a coast path towards some

unseen end; a second boy running ahead, gaining ground, no intention whatsoever of



stopping or slowing down to let his brother catch him. Two children, so alike in appearance,
so worlds apart in temperament, their fantasies caught against a backdrop of exaggerated hills

and towering gorse bushes.

* ok X

A sharp pain reminds Daniel to breathe, only to check him midway. Somewhere in his lower
back a muscle spasm is pinching a nerve; his backside has gone numb. The rain in the rafters
is easing; it’s time to make a move. Carefully avoiding the gum, he edges his way along the
pew, slips out between the rows and heads back down the aisle. The sky has at last relented,
and the low sun is casting intermittent shadows through the west window that push forward
as though craving communion. As he pulls on the door and ventures outside he’s met by the
drone of traffic on two fronts, ahead and to his right. The glare from wet cobbles stabs at a
hangover he’s been nursing all day — a spreading yew tree beckons with the promise of cover.
Daniel squints up at the clock. Still an hour or so of daylight to go: more than enough time
for the graveside vigil that awaits him. For now, he can afford to see out the sunset, prop
himself against the wrinkled bark and study the shadows as they spread from stone to stone.

Phantoms slowly joining hands to form a single shade.

X ok ok

The sun is now lower in the sky, turning the air sharper. He reins in his coat and takes the
path down towards the hollow. As he does so, a posse of spectres seems to gather up ahead,
everyone dressed in black, trudging silently with head bowed. Significant perhaps that their
final procession to the graveside has left impressions where the service before it has not. A
younger Daniel had held back from this crowd, had never actually seen the coffin go down —
only the mound of earth that marked the spot, days later, when the tombstone finally arrived.
It was a plot some way back from the path, near to the boundary hedge, one of a handful of
young graves on a newly cleared site. The same spot is approaching now, but the passing
years, the weather and the undergrowth have long ago erased the distinction.

As the familiar moment to leave the path arrives a disturbance in the grass draws
Daniel’s eye. A cat stares up with murderous longing into the bushes where a robin is busy
stripping berries — with an added dusting of snow it could be the perfect budget Christmas
card. Yet its resonances go somehow deeper. As it crouches there, eyes glued to its prize, this
perfectly engineered creature of taut sinews and coil-spring muscle has no skeletons to hold it
in check: no memories of the many kills it had witnessed as a kitten, or those long hungry

waits for its mother’s return to the litter. There are no last minute changes of heart here, no



questions, no remorse, no thoughts for the robin’s orphaned fledglings. Just blissful,
blameless instinct. A woman’s voice reverberates through the air. The boy by the Christmas
tree looks up from beneath a magician’s hat to see his mother, something stopping her dead
in her tracks. She has frozen with horror, is too terrified to breathe. In her eyes burns a look
of fear that no child could ever forget; an accusatory stare never to be forgiven. He’s stepping
now through the long grass; the cat scarpers, furious and frightened, leaving an enduring
presence that goes beyond either phantoms or felines. Is someone else keeping vigil down
here? Are they covertly watching him? A hundred mourners could be lurking among these
shadows and not be seen. As the gravestone’s simple profile emerges from behind another its
front face seems oddly obscured. A large bundle sits propped against it. Daniel quickens his
pace; he slows again and stops, his brain struggling to unravel the shape.

Recognition is sudden and shocking.

“Oi, you, what d’you think you’re doing?” He’s already shouting the rebuke as the self-
doubt kicks back. It’s nothing but a large refuse sack. Someone has been clearing the
undergrowth, removing litter or thinning the hedging, and simply stacked it there for
collection. But another two steps, and the bundle re-forms as a person once more; no
question this time; a male crouching on the grave, his forehead pressed up against the stone,
arms slightly forward, his hands out of view.

“You! Get the hell off there.”

But the intruder takes no notice, only continues staring down at the ground,
determined to finish whatever he’s doing. The idea that this man might be relieving himself,
on the verge of throwing up or even, god forbid, masturbating, is just too disgusting to
contemplate. Whatever is going on here it’s a blasphemy, a personal attack, an affront to the
George family name. Already Daniel is onto the grass and going for the man’s collar.

“I said off there, fucker.”

And at once it’s plain that the man is not desecrating the grave at all. He’s simply
squatting — more precisely, kneeling — stiff as a board. When grabbed, he offers no defence;
his head grazes the stone as the body topples, rigid as a statue. When dragged through the
undergrowth his eyes never open. As Daniel finally lets go and stares down ruefully at the
heap before him the terrible possibility dawns that this man might actually be dead.

For nearly an hour Daniel has been brooding over death and memories of death, but to
stumble upon it like this — to have it laid out at one’s feet — is no less of a shock. What are the
protocols? Does he take action — administer first-aid — run for help — or simply walk away? If

he just leaves, sooner or later a churchwarden, a passer by or the vicar himself is sure to find



the man, any one of whom would be only too delighted to do the Christian thing. But what if
someone has witnessed the rough handling? Daniel may have been recognised. Besides, the
man wears no coat, only thin jeans and a pullover, both soaked through. It promises to be a
long and cold night ahead for someone in such a sorry state to be hanging on for salvation. A
different kind of chill now begins to fuse Daniel’s bones. For a moment he’s that child again,
making twisted paper chains in a stuffy room with something icy gnawing at his belly. It’s the
child’s voice that tells him there is no way of turning his back on this tonight.

Okay, but some basic checks need to be made before going for help. Ensure that he’s
breathing; make him as warm and comfortable as possible; remove any hints of having been
dragged about. Daniel is about to set to it when a voice — the first he’s heard in over forty-
eight hours — makes him gasp and pull back. He wheels around to find a woman standing on
the path a little way off, her small body framed by the silhouette of the church; an angel sent
down in judgement.

“Sorry,” she cries. “I hope I didn’t... Oh! Is everything all right there?”

A thick coat, headscarf and gloves cover all but the full moon of her face, across which
the guilty verdict is already spreading like a cloud. Daniel is half inclined to tell her to get lost,
to mind her own business, but a kind of divine authority in the way she holds herself prevents
him. He takes another step backwards and opens his arms.

“I just found him. I think he’s hurt: unconscious.”

“Perhaps I’d better take a look,” she says. “I have nursing experience.”

Nursing experience; the phrase seems to ring in the air. Little wonder then that she’d
made him wary — the number of times the medical profession has let him down over the
years. Still, he’s committed to it now and is nodding her over. She then does something very
simple, but enough to soften his hardness towards her. As she crosses the grass to join him
she makes the smallest detour to avoid treading over the grave.

He moves aside to let her kneel down before the man.

‘Nursing experience’. What does she mean? A student in training perhaps, but a second
glance suggests she’s rather too old for that. Someone struck off for dereliction of duty?
Unlikely — too diligent, too high in moral fibre. Then maybe a person so disillusioned with the
NHS that she’s quitted her job. Or a poor girl forced to acquire her ‘nursing experience’ by
caring for some decrepit relative until they finally had the decency to drop dead. That at least
was something he could relate to. She has bent down with her face close to the man’s right
ear and is gently shaking his shoulder.

“Do you know his namer”



Daniel shrugs. She shakes again. “Hello, can you hear me?”

He watches her remove her headscarf and put one ear to the man’s nose.

“He’s alive. But his breathing is awfully shallow.”

Now she runs a hand under his shirt collar and feels the skin beneath.

“The poor man’s absolutely frozen. And soaked to the skin. We really need to get him
off the grass.”

Daniel steps forward but is told to wait. The authority figure again. She needs to see if
it’s safe to move him. She examines the wound across the man’s head, checks his face and
begins a fingertip search of his bones, working methodically down the body with incredible
care, as though the limbs might come away in her hands. It grants Daniel time to study her
more closely. Even in the half-light he can see that she’s dark, both her hair and skin. She
could be Greek. In the few words she’s spoken he’d caught the trace of an accent, but no,
Greek doesn’t quite cut it. Spanish, maybe. His age, or thereabouts — thirty-something — quite
tall, not pretty, but a certain touch of class. The type he could maybe even fancy, in an odd
sort of way.

“Well, there’s nothing broken, as far as I can tell. He’s grazed his head on one side and
maybe bumped his face, but I think it’s now okay to move him.”

“Onto the pathr”

She shakes her head, climbing to her feet and for some reason emptying her pockets.
She strips off her coat — apparently oblivious to the cold — and lays it against the man’s side.
“I want to put him into the recovery position. Would you call for an ambulance while I do
that?”

Daniel looks away with a shiver. “I haven’t got a phone.”

“No,” she laughs, “of course. A cemetery is hardly the place to be making phone calls.”

She reclaims the one she’s just squeezed into a back pocket and offers it to him, but
Daniel declines. She can ring, he says. He can do recovery positions; he’s watched it done a
hundred times. Maybe she takes this as some outpouring of Samaritan spirit but in truth it’s
just the lesser of two evils. 999 calls get recorded. Under the circumstances he’d rather not be
on the system. And he really does know about the recovery position. A home-help had
shown him years ago as a precaution. Even so, all this has clearly thrown the girl. She fumbles
her words when indicating which way he should turn the patient. She might have saved
herself the worry; Daniel is well aware which side of the man’s head caught the edge of the
stone.

“Yes, ambulance please...”



He brings one of the man’s arms out towards him across the gitl’s coat, reaches under
the furthest knee and yanks it upwards.

“...Hello, can we have an ambulance to St Bartholomew’s Church cemetery, north
entrance... Sorry? No, no, the other one, on Cooper’s Hill...”

As he brings the other arm across the chest and pulls on the raised knee, the man’s own
weight rolls him over onto his side.

“...We’ve found an unconscious man here. Yes, he’s breathing, but only just. There are
head injuries. My number...”

Daniel needs the man’s free hand to become a makeshift pillow, but the fist remains
tichtly clenched. In prising the fingers apart he allows something — a ball of paper — to fall
into the grass. He quickly retrieves it. The paramedics will be here soon, and the girl is hardly
likely to let him frisk this guy for ID. The paper may be the one clue to his identity, and why
that particular gravestone had been his target. Even when smoothed out, the paper is too
crumpled for the words, written in blue ink, to be legible. Daniel turns the paper over to
discover it’s an old photo, but has no time to study it before the woman is covering her
mobile with one hand and calling to him.

“Check he’s still breathing, will you? Hello, sorry, yes, we’ll stay with him. Rahmani. R-
A-H-M-A-N-I. Gulnaz Rahmani. Yes, of course. Thank you. Goodbye —

“— And put your coat over him.”

Daniel gawps at her. He might have told her where to get off had she not already given
up hers. Instead, a muddled sense of chivalry kicks in; something about gentlemen laying their
cloaks across puddles for ladies with dainty ankles to step in their flowing silks.

She snaps shut her phone. “They’re on their way.”

“I bloody hope so.” He blows hot breath into his hands. It takes less than a minute to
decide his noble act had been premature. What gentlemen chose to do with their cloaks was
their affair.

“Bugger this. I've got a better idea.”

“Where are you going?”

“To the church — to get something else to cover him with.”

He leaves the woman to monitor her patient and hurries back along the path. An old
robe in some back room should do it. Or they can requisition one of those tapestries. Failing

that, there is of course always the altar cloth.

Other than a solitary porch light, there’s nothing at the church to fend off the growing



darkness. Daniel leaves the door ajar to cast some light inside. The night air takes its cue to
follow, gusting from the doorway across shuffling pamphlets to some unseen open window.
If the church earlier had seemed unfriendly, then, starved of conciliatory sunlight, it now
breathes open hostility, the woken air heavy with bitter-sweet mould spores that choke him,
that race to settle on his lungs, that sting his eyes and nostrils. The deeper cold and damp grip
his naked arms and neck, creeping down his back and locking his fingers. The sooner this job
is done, the sooner Daniel gets his coat back.

Enough light still filters in through the glass to pick out the pews from the aisles. At
first he takes the familiar route — down the centre aisle towards the altar table. He passes the
row where just an hour ago he’d sat in freewheeling reminiscence. He’d have expected by
now to have paid his graveside dues and be on his way home, to a warm flat and a well-
earned tumbler of whisky. Little had he known that some drunken bum was even then
violating his sacred plot. His first instinct had been to assume a connection; some deliberate
targeting of that stone as a statement, or protest, or punishment, or revenge. Now he’s less
sure. The guy could have been using the graveyard as a shortcut from Cooper’s Hill to
Church Road and made it only as far as the hollow before blacking out from too much
Millwrights Christmas cheer. Matters needed normalising again. Get the fucker off his hands,
send the girl on her way and head home.

Nothing suggests itself as a makeshift blanket among the hard seating — no cushions or
throws or standby rugs for the elderly. Not yet quite desperate enough to pilfer the altar cloth,
he makes instead for the doors at the far end. The first and most promising, marked vestry,
turns out to be locked. The two opposite, leading to unnamed rooms, are also off limits. By
the fourth, which opens only to a bare broom cupboard and electric meter, Daniel has made
an almost complete circuit of the nave and is already wondering what the vicar will make of
the stolen altar cloth with candlesticks left untouched, when something catches his eye
beneath the table of evangelising pamphlets, visitors book and donation box: a bundle of old
dustsheets heaped up against the wall. Grubby, paint-splashed and torn, they’re the likely
spoils of a recent graffiti clean-up. But did anybody promise the casualty fresh bed linen? And
in any case, these are good and thick. Feeling triumphant, Daniel grabs the top two. The gitl
now gets to have her coat back as well. With one draped around his shoulders, the other
thrust beneath an arm, he pulls on the door, gulps in the fresh air and is all braced to set off
again when the porch light prompts him over the photo. Time to check whether there’s more
to their patient’s story than mere alcohol abuse. The girl had indicated he may have been in a

fight; he’d actually collapsed a good way from the path, and hadn’t his posture suggested
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some kind of fetishistic act?
Daniel feels in each pocket.
Nothing.
He thrusts his hands in deeper.

Fuck. The damn thing’s in his coat.

The girl, perched against a gravestone a meter or so from the patient, rises to her feet and
smiles at Daniel as he brandishes the blankets in triumph. She watches him swap one with his
coat, but hesitates as he squats down to roll the man off her coat and onto the second
blanket.

“Oh, no, wait. Don’t do that. Better not move him again. I’ll take the other blanket.”

“As you wish.”

She shakes it out, folds it double and cocoons herself within its dappled white and grey
folds. The effect is oddly transformative. She becomes at once both the forlorn young refugee
and the wise old sage. Somehow it seems to capture the surreal nature of the whole past half
hour. Daniel tears his eyes away to look down at the man; he too has become otherworldly,
so peacefully at rest beneath his snug blanket. So unthreatening, yet so easily a deception.
Daniel feels for the photo.

“I’'m going to the gate to see if there’s any sign of the ambulance,” he informs her, only
half truthfully.

From the cemetery’s north gate the road runs sharply downhill to the right; the well
trodden route homewards. The brow of the hill to the left, just meters away, leads towards
town. A swan-necked streetlight cranes down from above as though keeping a watchful eye
on Daniel’s moves. Again he smoothes out the paper and holds it up to the light. The writing
is no longer legible, the wet grass having caused the ink to run. Turning it over to check on
the image, his heart misses a beat before taking a giant leap through his chest.

“Jesus H Christ.”

It’s simply not possible. He knows this scene.

“How the...”

He knows everyone in it. From long ago. The picture before him could so easily be just
another of those snapshot memories that have hounded him all day. Three figures: a woman
seated, a man standing at her shoulder and a small child to her other side. A background of
dockland cranes, cargo, vehicles, crowds of workers. The photo does indeed embody a
memory: a memory of being there when it was taken, looking on as the camera had looked on

while his father, mother and brother Alex posed for the George family portrait.
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“You little shit. How in fuck’s name did you get hold of this?”

He’s through the north gate, legging it back to where the man is lying. He’s tearing off
the workman’s sheet and roughly rolling him onto his back — this man, this bastard — who’d
had in his grubby little mitts something so dearly personal to Daniel. A man he doesn’t even
know. Some creepy, stalking, pervert of a man. The girl is crying out for him to stop,
demanding to be told what’s happened. But Daniel has no mind to answer, no longer the will
to confide in any outsider. He doesn’t know this woman any more than he knows this
stinking tramp. He needs her to go. This is just between the two of them. He can’t think with
her around. The photograph, when had he seen it last? In an old album somewhere. In with
his mother’s stuff at the back of his wardrobe. So this is a second print from the same
negative. It must be. Mustn’t it?

Unless this bastard has just been ransacking his flat.

The woman is becoming frightened and angry. “Please, stop,” she protests, “leave him
alone. He’s going to be okay. The ambulance won’t be long. Don’t upset yourself, he’ll be
fine. You... you saved him, alright?”

But Daniel is now too distraught to respond to such babbling. In his mind he is already
sprinting home to the crime scene: a break-in while he’s been daydreaming in church, every
surface in his house fouled by this man’s touch, indelibly smeared with his prints. Drawers in
disarray, clothing disturbed, boxes dragged out and opened. Nowhere left unmarked. Utterly
exposing. Everything he owns will have to go.

Perhaps it was that incident a few months back; the day he’d come home from work to
find the broken window, the trail of boot marks across the floor and the neatly coiled turd on
his carpet. The CDs, the telly, his clothes, they’d all been left untouched — seemingly none of
it worth stealing and he’d assumed the ‘gift’ was his punishment for that. The landlord had
blown Daniel’s deposit on fitting bars to the windows, even eventually on cleaning his
carpets. At the time, that seemed to be an end to it.

But perhaps this photograph was what the thief had really been after.

Surely that bloody ambulance should have arrived by now. How long since the girl
telephoned? She’s returned the man to his side, and is crouched protectively over him,
watching Daniel like a hawk. He steps away. He paces. He pulls at his hair, repeatedly looking
back for any change. He mumbles and curses. He returns to the north gate, scans the road
both ways and hurries back. Once more he picks over the imagined crime scene at home and
checks his watch for the umpteenth time.

It takes them twenty minutes to arrive. Twenty minutes — from a station not three
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streets away; two paramedics, one old and one young, sauntering towards them, sharing a
joke. They’d not even bothered with sirens. Daniel’s ‘So, what’s so funny? You want this
fucker to die, or what?”’ does not go down well. The younger of the two calls him sir as
though it meant arsehole, and informs him there is no need to take that attitude. The girl does
her best at peacemaking. “He’s very upset,” she offers quietly. From that moment, the men
speak only to each other and to the unconscious casualty until they have him securely blocked
and on the stretcher. Then one of them says, “And you’re quite sure neither of you know
him.”

Daniel suddenly can’t recall the face, isn’t even sure he’s actually studied it properly. He
pushes forward.

“Give us a minute. I want another look.”

There is a moment then of absolute stillness. A broken network of stares. The
ambulance men’s eyes fix upon Daniel’s. His burn into the steel cold face on the ground. The
victim’s eyes stare out dead to the world. Only the girl catches the soft hiss of Daniel’s in-
breath. The others only see him shake his head, a reflex they take to be their signal to leave.

“Call A&E in the morning, if you’re concerned,” the older one suggests, as they raise
the man. And then they are gone. Ambulance doors are slamming behind the hedge and the
engine firing. Still no sirens.

Daniel has slumped himself against the nearest gravestone, feeling his whole body
going into shock, a thousand contradictions swirling in his gut and tumbling through his
brain, rebounding off the solid wall of reason. At first the girl waits in silence, and then finds
her moment to speak.

“You recognised him at the end, didn’t you?”

He nods weakly.

“So, who was her”

He glances at her finally, catching in her eyes a fear that he knows must mirror his own.
In one gesture he wants to both push her away and to take her in his arms. Recalling that face
is like staring into a lake. The blooded forehead, the sunken eye sockets, the dark rings
around the lids, the deep channels in the skin, the matted hair, the heavy stubble, they all
distort the features like ripples on the surface. But through it all, without a shimmer of doubt,
reflects back the ghost of his own face.

“It was Alex. My brother.”

The girl stares wide-eyed, speechless, then rounds on him sharply. “What?? Your

brother? Your brother? Well then... for heaven’s sake... why didn’t you szy something? We
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could have gone with them!”

“No, no, no. It looked... I’m sure it was him. But... but it can’t be.”

A hundred fresh pictures are suddenly shaken from that battered shoebox of memories.
For the first time Daniel sees his brother across the playground amid a crowd of school
friends. He’s watching him chase a football around the garden lawn and catches his profile up
front in the passenger seat of a car, staring transfixed through the side window. And again the
two of them are tearing along the cliff path, with the keel of a boat down in the water. Their
mother is running too. This newly unfolding past throws a cloak around him and the girl’s
voice sounds far off.

“Sorty, I don’t quite...”

He can’t possibly stay here. He forces himself off the stone, turns his back on the girl
with a short laugh and strides away.

“It can’t be. That’s all. Alex is already dead. He’s been dead for twenty-four years.”
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Gulnaz

The girl is ushered into the outer lobby and the door slammed behind them. A little of the
emotional turmoil that had impelled Daniel to run is shed at the doorstep, and for a moment
he can be still. A second later, he pushes on through to his flat and steers the girl inside.

She peels off her wet coat and hands it to him. He spreads it out over the hall radiator,
wedging the collar behind to hold it in place, throws off his own coat, and then leads her
through to the kitchen.

Given the sight before them, his guest might be forgiven for thinking there had indeed
been a burglary. However, to Daniel it’s immediately clear that no-one has trashed the place;
no-one has rifled his things. No-one but himself, at least. The Christmas festivities have
simply licensed a greater degree of slobbery than normal. Christmases can be a tough time for
anyone living alone. A time to be with family and friends. For those who have neither, such
sentiments aren’t so easy to swallow. Daniel’s stand has been to down everything else with it.
Breakfasts, lunches, those numerous toasts to self-pity, they all lie strewn around the flat
marking the spot where each has been curtly dispatched. If in some backwater of his mind he
does cringe a little as they plough through the mess then his conscious attention is wholly
directed at the kitchen table and the half empty bottle of scotch upon it. Before he can begin
to think about anything he has to kill the image of that face.

“Here,” he grunts, removing the cork and sliding a tumbler towards her. “Merry
Christmas.”

“Thanks, but I think I’d prefer the coffee you offered me.”

“Have this first. It'll make things easier. I’'m going to need your help here.”

It’s then that Daniel wonders whether he resents her having followed him home like
this; whether he would have preferred the isolation, some space to get to grips with what had
happened back at the cemetery. A night alone might have given him a chance to reshape
events such that, by morning, the unconscious man would have become a total stranger once
more: a simple case of mistaken identity resulting from all the excitement. The photo — that
was harder, but perhaps one Daniel himself had accidentally dropped there, from the pocket
of a pair of trousers he’d not worn in a while, which the guy had picked up out of curiosity or
obsessive tidiness. Alex was dead, and he could have damn well stayed that way.

But something tells him this gitl is going to take them along very different pathways;
the very fact that she had pursued him, all the way down Cooper’s Hill, over the zebra
crossing and down the side road into Sedgefield Court, quizzing him all the while about his

brother. Though Daniel had determined not to look back or let her get too close, he’d also
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stopped short of shooing her away. Those insistent demands for answers had propelled him
forward with a nervous energy, powering through each leg, along the arms and up the neck to
drive his hands and face. His voice cut across hers with unfinished outbursts. He just... He
couldn’t... How was he...? By the time they reached his flat, she’d put out fifty questions and
he’d answered none.

No, if Daniel had really wanted to be on his own he wouldn’t have caught himself
slowing down and waiting while she hesitated at the crossing, never mind pausing at his front
door to ask her in. Yes, it was Christmas evening and they were two people alone; yes they’d
just shared an emotional encounter, but if he’d really felt compelled he could have just shut
that door in her face. When he suggested they both needed coffee, it wasn’t some euphemism
trotted out to a latest conquest, he actually meant coffee. Coffee and companionship.

The girl gives in, but the whisky has barely wetted the glass before her hand goes out.
Daniel mutters something, pours himself enough for them both and lets the drink hover at
his lips for some seconds. Its impact is not at all what he’d been relying on; far from
dispelling the image, the earthy aroma only draws him closer to the craggy face on the ground
that had so caricatured his own.

“Say if you want me to go. If I’'m intruding,” she says through his silence.

Something stirs beneath the skin; a force from within the face that is not of its own
making, pushing upwards to raise one eyelid. From the hollow blackness beneath, an
earthworm, like a beckoning finger, wriggles into the light. It hauls itself over the rim of the
eye socket and slithers out across the temple. In its wake, seething rivers of woodlice prise
apart the jaw and spew from the partially open mouth down both cheeks, over the chin, onto
the neck. A battle charge, a mass exodus... The whisky burns the back of Daniel’s throat.

“Um, can I call you George?” she says unexpectedly.

He coughs, and the horror-flick images dissolve. Over by the fridge now, he flips the
kettle switch and dredges up two mugs from the sink.

“I saw the name on the doorbell,” she explains. A dirty saucer on the drainer catches
Daniel’s elbow and Frisbees over the edge. It turns and shrinks like a stone thrown from a
cliff top, the moment of impact held, when for an instant it seems to come to rest before
exploding across the floor. The sound stops him dead. The girl hurriedly makes a move to
gather up the pieces.

“It’s Daniel. George is my surname. Daniel — not Dan or Danny.”

“Oh, right. I'll remember that.” Her laugh is a little tense as she places the three pieces

of saucer into the pedal bin. “I didn’t tell you mine, did I?”
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Still transfixed by the point of impact, he’s no longer gazing down from the roll-top
drainer, but from a fringe of grass overhanging a cliff edge. The soup-splashed Formica doors
beneath have become a precipice of bird-splattered rock, the grey vinyl flooring a deathbed of
lethal rocks. A salt breeze pushes aside the stale kitchen air and at once Daniel can taste the
sea.

“It’s a bit of a challenge, my name. You might have to work on it. Gulnaz. Try it.”

The perspective shifts, and she’s standing now on the coast path behind him. At first he
can say nothing. Only his lips move, speech lost to the shriek of seabirds. Then at length the
name slips out through clenched teeth. Gull noise.

She giggles. “Ha-ha, I like that, but it’s nearer goal than gull. Emphasise the second
syllable: Gul-7aaaz, with a long A.” It’s all a ruse perhaps to lighten the atmosphere and get
him talking. Maybe it’s working, or maybe it’s the scotch. Either way, he’s back from the cliffs
and into his flat. He repeats the name until the shape is right. Encouraged, she pitches in with
another question about his brother.

“Would it help if you told me about how he died?”

The kettle begins to rumble on its base, clicks and settles again. Daniel reaches for the
Kenco and spins the lid. At the sixth spoonful of coffee, three in each mug, he drops the
teaspoon into the jar and gazes absently through the window.

“I don’t remember much about it. I was nine.”

“But you’ve been told what happened?”

Hot water fizzes over the granules. He seizes upon the nicotine blast.

“Kind of. He drowned.”

Now he sniffs the milk and slops it in, shovels in a generous quantity of sugar and stirs.

“I think my mother knew. But it upset her too much to talk about it.”

Daniel knows he’s on autopilot, the lines pre-programmed. And in the normal run of
things this would be his story told as far as brothers go. The subject sometimes came up
when friends or colleagues asked about his past, or when a latest girlfriend felt she should
properly ‘get to know him’. But he’d never quite brought himself to answer the question ‘Any
brothers or sisters?’ with a straight ‘No’. He and Alex may have been parted for nearly a
quarter of a century, but the bond they’d forged in the womb still held on by a thread; he just
couldn’t bring himself to deny his brother’s existence. Instead, he’d mastered a patter that
stuck pretty much to the truth while carefully avoiding a can of worms. Brother drowns when
he’s a child, doesn’t remember much about it; his mum may have known more but had never

wanted to discuss it. Family history over, demons neatly conquered... now who’s for a drink?
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But the normal run of things did not include him having identified the same long-dead
twin brother only minutes before. Nor did it include having someone like Gulnaz as a
witness. He has a feeling that his tactic for putting paid to prying questions isn’t going to
wash with her. There’s a tenacity there that he ought to be quashing but instead is rashly
indulging. And the realisation troubles him. A complete stranger: a nurse of all things, and yet
here she is, sat at his breakfast table, eager-eyed, full of nervous energy and driven by some
imperative he can’t begin to fathom.

Back at the table now, Daniel takes the stool beside her, placing the mugs down
between them. Somehow he’s managed to give her the one with the awful stain inside, the
one with the cracked rim — and the dirty joke on the side.

“Try to think what your mother told you,” Gulnaz suggests. She sips her coffee and
lays her other hand on his arm. “Like, do you know the date he died?”

The hand is quick to retreat from Daniel’s rifle-shot laugh.

“Ha! Fasy. Christmas Day, 1982. Twenty-four years to the day. His anniversary. It’s the
only reason I went there today.”

He clears his throat to mask the crack in his voice that has shot through the word
‘anniversary’. It confirms this to be everything he’d feared. This woman is breaking through.
Like the dirty coffee mug — place a crack like that under stress and it’s going to spread. And
he fears it has finally arrived; that moment when he comes to pieces, when his life falls apart
and he can no longer pull the bits back together. Or maybe it’s nothing but a dry throat. He’s
just so, so fucking tired. His head throbs. More than anything, it’s the numbness he needs
now, that oblivion upon which he can always depend. Without a second thought, he tops up
his coffee with a generous slug of scotch and knocks back half the mug,.

“So,” Gulnaz says in a near whisper. “The grave you visit, it’s your brother’s.”

At first the words trigger no response. There’s no upward inflection in her voice to
suggest a question or prompt an answer.

“Then it’s easy to see why you made a mistake. When you saw that man you were
wrapped up in thinking about your poor brother. In the heat of the moment you saw in his
face what was really just in your mind.”

The caffeine and alcohol are just kicking in when the image formed by her first remark
congeals through a fog. A sight so long denied him, a little stone in a quiet corner of the
churchyard bearing the words ‘Alex George, Aged 9.

“Christ, no. That wasn’t Alex’s grave, it’s my mother’s. Alex hasn’t got a grave. They

never found his body.”
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Never a body, only a glove — wasn’t it? His glove and his coat. Up on the cliff walk. Or
maybe that wasn’t right. Didn’t they fish them out of the water? How the hell is he supposed
to know? He was just a kid. They’d always made a point of hiding the facts from him. If he
could only recall something more, but to hell with it, over the years he’s tried so many times.
Just that one scene, and he’s not even sure it’s connected: the two of them there on the cliff
top and the black and white hull of a rowing boat down on the shore.

But yes, the boat was white with a black boot line. The first time he’s recalled it that
clearly. Maybe it’s why that memory so often connected with the magic set; the one with the
white-tipped wand and the black top hat. Then always from there back to his mother’s face.
Invariably that face. And it’s the face that brings him round to the photograph at the
graveyard.

“No. No way.” The girl is beginning to irk him now. It had nothing to do with being
‘wrapped up in remembering his brother’. It had everything to do with that emaciated tramp
having a photo of him in his hand. As Daniel pushes himself off the stool the table begins to
sway. He concentrates on the doorway to the hall and weaves a slight S shape to retrieve his
coat from the floor. Dropping it onto the kitchen table, he searches each pocket, feeling for
the wrinkled paper. The picture was of his mother: small, frail, seated in the middle, Alex to
her right with his head cocked in a gummy grin, and his father, standing proudly to her left, a
little behind, smart in his uniform. It wasn’t a good shot, pootly focused and off the vertical.
No, not in his coat. In his trousers then. One hand steadies him as the other gropes each
pocket until the hands are forced to swap. He’s on his back pocket now and becoming
desperate. Damn it. Damn i/ No sign of the bloody thing. In his shock beneath the street
lamp he must have dropped it. Or it had fallen out in the rush to get home. He so needs this
evidence to prove — to himself as much as to her — that he isn’t going crazy. Once again he
picks through coat and trouser pockets, this time turning out the lining just to be sure. He’s
left standing ridiculous, like a boy during a chewing gum confiscation at school. But still no
photograph.

Then he must describe it in detail to her and search out the copy that’s somewhere in
his flat. Gulnaz is reassuringly struck by what he tells her. It pleases him when she swears
beneath her breath, retracts her earlier theory and waits obediently while he disappears into
the next room. There’s only one place he could possibly have seen the album: in one of the
boxes of his mothet’s things at the back of his wardrobe.

He kicks through the floor of scattered clothes and yanks at the door. It squeals and

judders on its sliders. After pushing aside the hangers of shirts and trousers he kneels down
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and touches the three boxes. None of them is labelled, the contents have not been
categorised; they were all packed in haste when his mother’s house sale suddenly went
through. The best of her belongings went to charity shops, second-hand markets and
pawnbrokers. Much of what remained was only fit for burning or dumping; the rest he’d
bundled into these boxes. When he moved into the flat he’d stuck them in the wardrobe as a
temporary measure, and as so often happens with temporary measures, it became their
permanent home.

He lifts out the first box, staggered to think that a decade has passed since its lid was
sealed; eight years since he’d even touched the damned thing. The brittle Sellotape breaks
without a fight. As he lifts the flaps, something grabs him by the throat and throws back his
head. He simply hadn’t been prepared for the smell. If anything carries the mind to another
place, another time, it’s smell. Musty, stale, but with it a femininity — a perfume, a wisp of her
soul escaping captivity. Having to confront the contents of these boxes is about the last thing
on earth he needs right now. But he has to have that photograph.

At the top of the pile he finds a stack of paperbacks, beneath these, a pair of
embroidered lampshades, and lastly a chequered vinyl tablecloth. No joy there. In the second
box there’s a sewing kit, more books, her favourite handbag and...

Daniel winces. Cards. Stacks of them. God, why had he kept these? All those
sanctimonious verses; ‘...In your moment of sorrow’, the knowing fiction of ‘Get well soon’,
the downright lie of “Thinking of you’. It’s too much, this ferreting through a dead woman’s
chattels. He’ll need another drink before attacking the last of the boxes. The vodka bottle is
still by the bed. No need of a glass.

With more abandon now, the final box is dragged out onto the carpet and ripped open.
Again the smell has him gagging, but this time he does not hesitate. He knows at once he’s
about to find the album. This box is familiar — one he must have had reason to open a year or
so ago. He remembers seeing the half-used writing pad, the pack of envelopes (hadn’t he
even taken a few and used them himself?) and the bright red address book. There’s her
fountain pen, now clogged with dried ink, a blotting pad, a half empty bottle of Quink. Lying
beneath, and just visible through the scattered papers, is the unmistakable brown leather of a
photo album. He can breathe again.

There’s no need to empty the box entirely. The other items fall back inside as the
album comes up in his hands; a couple of envelopes he has to brush away with his palm. As
he shuffles towards an empty area of carpet on which to lay the book, a wad of loose prints

slips out from between the leaves. Fewer than half of the pictures have been properly secured
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beneath cellophane. The rest have spent all these years awaiting their turn.

He’d forgotten all of this. Quite when it was he’s unsure, but perhaps four years, even
five, after Alex’s death, his mother had launched into the project of bringing all their photos
together in one album. Holidays, weddings, Christmases, birthdays, friends, family — she’d
even sent him to Boots to have their slides made into prints. She must have stuck with it for,
what, nearly a month? By then she’d come out of the worst of her depression (or the pills had
duped everyone into believing so) and so-called expert opinion had it that a project like this
might be cathartic. Night after night she would sit in bed with the album opened in front of
her, fountain pen and ink on the bedside table with her water and pills, and the photos on the
blankets in three piles: the sorted, the partly-sorted and the yet-to-be-sorted. Sometimes she
could be so quiet that Daniel would fear her having dropped off; visions of ink spilled over
sheets, her bedclothes up in flames. But no, there she was as before, reading glasses perched
on the end of her thin nose, cigarette to her lips, scrutinising a shot and either indexing it
there and then or making notes on the back to help pin it down later. Daniel had begun to
notice the change in her. It didn’t curb the heavy smoking, but she was drinking less, sleeping
more easily, eating a little and even very occasionally smiling. Only much later did he
understand the truth — that the journey back into the most painful recesses of her mind was
driving her towards another breakdown. He can’t remember in detail, but there was that
awful night...

“Everything alright in there?”

The sound of a woman’s voice quite freaks him out. For a moment, it’s his mothet’s
voice he’s hearing. He’d forgotten all about Gulnaz. He swigs the vodka and calls back to say
the album is found and that he won’t be long. In an attempt to force his mind back onto the
job he closes the book and reopens it at the beginning.

“Why don’t you bring the whole album through? It might help you remember.”

Even the first couple of pages reveal what an understatement that is. To start with,
nothing but fifties and sixties snaps of his parents as children, his uncle and grandparents, but
even these are already putting him in mind of home, the pride of place they had taken on
sideboards and shelves. And over the page he finds his parents’ wedding photo. He
remembers it hanging framed on a wall in the lounge. He turns another page. Newborn
babies. The caption, in his mum’s wild, spidery hand, reads, ‘Alex and Daniel — August 1973 —
Derriford’. The twins’ very own point of arrival, captured on celluloid. As he lingers over the
next few pages, all devoted to Alex’s tragically short life, Daniel can’t help wondering what

became of that vital coexistence they so briefly shared — why only random relics of it remain
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in memory. And gradually, as the turning pages narrate the story of their years in far away
Devon, he comes to a chilling realisation. Those recurring memories of his infancy, the
garden, the beach, the cliffs, they’re all caught here on camera. His recollections may never
have been of the events themselves, but only of these photographs, shots he’d have known as
a teenager and would have seen again when he last had cause to open the box. God, had his
childhood been so screwed up, the loss of his brother so devastating, that nothing had
survived that was genuinely his own? It means he could be anyone. No-one. Just a blank page
clutching on to other people’s camera clicks, his past given meaning only by someone else’s
scribbled captions.

He’s gazing now at a picture of his mother holding Alex by the hand. The two sets of
dead eyes stare up from the album both to taunt and to haunt. In the photo beside it, his
father and uncle are grinning beneath their berets before a waiting bus. His father stands tall,
erect, to attention, suitcases lined up at his heels like obedient dogs. ‘Richard and Martin —
March?/April? 1982 — Thutlestone’, says the caption. That fateful year. Daniel’s eyes freeze
over the shot and the image begins to swim. With a nervous hand he slowly lifts the page,
convinced that the picture he seeks is waiting overleaf.

But the remaining page is blank. As is the next, and every page thereafter. And suddenly
Daniel understands. The final goodbye to her husband and brother was the last piece of the
jigsaw his mother had been able to put in place before herself disintegrating into a thousand
pieces. Frantically he gathers up the remaining prints and flicks through them. But the crucial
photo isn’t there. So that’s it. He’s remembered it all wrong. It wasn’t in this album that he’d
seen it. Gulnaz will think him a liar. Or a fool. Perhaps he’s both. With rising despair, he
throws the album back into the box, lobbing the loose prints on top like leaves onto a
bonfire. He forces down the lid and slides the box back into the wardrobe, then begins
reclosing the others and stacking them up. At the last box he spots some envelopes that must
have fallen in when he was lifting out the album. And with them, a stray print. Lying upside
down, it might easily have been missed among the sympathy cards but for the distinctive blue
writing on the corner: ‘Richard, Alex and Rose — April 1982 — Devonport.”

And there is his picture, exactly as he’d recalled it, a shot identical to that held in the
clutches of the unconscious man. It hadn’t been in the album that Daniel had seen this photo
before, but simply lying loose in the box with his mother’s envelopes and writing things. Now
Gulnaz will have to believe.

He hears, drifting in from the kitchen, a kind of gentle percussion that nobody has

struck up in weeks. Gulnaz stands with her head turned from him as he reaches the doorway.
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She has the sleeves of her sweater pushed up so that they mimic its roll-neck, one bare arm
elbow-deep in dishwater, the other methodically stacking the drainer. When she becomes
aware of him she turns from the sink and smiles.

“Just thought I’'d make myself useful.”

She registers his look.

“I hope you don’t mind.”

“Please just leave that. I want you to look at this.”

A winning ace could barely strike a table with a more triumphant snap. Wiped of her
smile, Gulnaz quickly rinses her hands, dries them on her jumper and hurries over. For a
while she studies the picture, turns it over and holds it up to the light. Daniel watches her,
baffled. It’s the very image that he’d described, surely that much was obvious.

“Well? You see?”

She can see, of course. But the authenticity of the picture is not her concern. “I’m not
doubting you,” she assures him. “It’s just that there has to be some other explanation.”

“Yeah? Like what?”

“Well, not just coincidence, clearly.” She picks up the picture again. “Maybe your mum
had a copy and gave it to a friend. The man at the cemetery was... the friend’s son?”

“Oh, come on. So why track down Mum’s grave after all this time? And you’re
forgetting, that guy was my double.”

“But was he, really?”

Daniel’s look is answer enough.

“Okay, then he’s a distant cousin or something.”

A war of attrition is slowly developing. A bizarre parlour game.

“Nope. No other immediate family. My mother’s brother never married. My father’s
brother did marry, but they never had any children. In our generation there was only ever me
and Alex.”

Gulnaz gives in, only to advance on a new front.

“So, if they never found your brother’s body then why declare him dead? I mean, if no-
one actually knows what happened. Say he didn’t die, then maybe that man tonight really was
your brother. Daniel, I do think the album would help us.”

He so doesn’t need this: this stubborn stranger in his flat, these obsessions in his head,
this cocktail of spirits in his blood. For a moment every muscle is unable to move. Anything
but those boxes again. Gulnaz gives him a sympathetic look and checks her watch.

“I think you need food. You’ve put nothing down your throat but strong drink since
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we arrived. It’s already half-six. I've not eaten anything since lunch either. With your
permission...?”

She opens the fridge door and squats down. “What do you have in here?”” She talks as if
addressing the fridge, but even the sorry answer from within fails to discourage her. “Okay,
how about you bring the photo album and something to write with, and I’ll fix us a snack
with this lot.”

Neither the fridge nor Daniel has the will to argue further. Daniel climbs off his stool in
weary surrender. Until now it has only made him angry — the irreconcilable certainties of the
man in the graveyard being his brother and of his brother being dead. It’s the anger of a child
who feels the world isn’t playing fair. But, short of Alex having risen from the dead, one of
those certainties clearly had to be wrong. If it weren’t for Gulnaz, the unconscious man’s
identity would have been the only contender. When the last two and a half decades of your
life have been shaped by one central tragedy, a tragedy so terrible that it has destroyed
everything you hold dear, and a tragedy accepted as fact by family, neighbours, the media,
even the authorities, then it’s not a tragedy to be questioned lightly. Yet Gulnaz is asking
exactly that: what if Alex hadn’t actually died?

If Alex hadn’t actually died then the implications were beyond imagining.

As she clears the table and lays a spread of turkey roll, ham, sliced bread, pickles and
tomatoes, Daniel returns reluctantly to his room and pulls out the boxes once more. The
course of their long evening together is now set; perched side by side at the kitchen table,
picking at their food and poring over each image in turn, Daniel declaring every few minutes
that none of this can possibly be happening, that there is no way he can get his head around
the thought that Alex might still be alive. Anything of any relevance is jotted down, until the
account they’ve been seeking is finally mapped out across four pages of notes.

Christmas Day, 1982. Their mother is taking the two boys on an afternoon walk along
the coastal path near their home. Definitely not before lunch, as she would have been too
busy preparing food. Alex has raced ahead, spurred on by the sight of a boat down in the
water — nothing in the album supports this, but it’s the recurring scene that with each telling
grows more vivid — and Daniel has chased after, equally excited, but also anxious for Alex’s
safety. With much of the rock face at Thurlestone falling vertically to the sea, some stretches
of the shore can only be seen from the very edge of the path. But the grassy cliff tops
overhang the sheer drop. Several photographs taken from the beach show these lethal cliffs in
the background. By the time their mother has caught up, Alex is nowhere to be found. Daniel

sees her crouch down, lean forward over the precipice and retrieve a single glove from the
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crumbling rocks; a little detective work here, drawing together two distinct mental images.
The local coastguard is scrambled, a thorough search made of the waters, but nothing is
found of him but his coat. As the minutes become hours, all hopes of finding his brother
alive begin to fade, and by nightfall the search is suspended. Though it resumes at first light,
nobody really believes there is still a chance, and before the week is out Alex has been
formally declared dead — presumed killed on the rocks and carried away by the tidal currents
(buried at sea was all his mother would ever say).

No photographs offer testimony to this moment or beyond, but Daniel does remember
a little of the aftermath; the reporter who came round, Alex’s face in the paper, the
headmaster’s speech at assembly, the awful teasing and exclusion that followed. Somehow
they had come through those dreadful, dark months, Daniel managing to bury all but the
most fleeting memories. But here are those disparate fragments once again, freshly raked
over, edited together now for the first time into a narrative. Incredibly freeing, in one sense.
And to have done all this before a witness. But the lifting of one great weight only serves to
burden him with another.

“Then where the hell has Alex been all this time? And why didn’t he let us know he was
aliver”

She won’t get it, of course. Gulnaz can’t possibly imagine the misery it had put them
through, all those years with nothing but a letter declaring, ‘Missing, presumed dead’; no
death certificate, no body over which to grieve, never quite accepting, never quite losing
hope.

She shrugs. “Maybe he’s only just found you. Maybe he’s been away, out of touch.”

Out of tonch, she says. He’s been that, alright. “It just doesn’t make sense, him being at
the cemetery like that. And this photo.” Daniel rounds on her. “So, come on, you’re the
nurse. What exactly was wrong with him? Why was he unconscious? Had someone attacked
him? Or maybe he’d just fainted at the sight of mum’s grave — waking him up to the fact that
he’d left it a bit bloody late to come breezing home.”

If Gulnaz feels she is being tested then she chooses to let it go. “I was just wondering
the same,” she says. “The scratch on his head seemed fairly minor, but I think he’d also
received a blow to the face, perhaps enough to knock him out. But it could have been
something else altogether: a heart attack. Or a stroke.” For a moment she seems lost in the
backwaters of her training, then suddenly she faces him.

“I’'m sorry, Daniel. This must all be so hard for you.” Again she touches his arm, less

tenaciously this time, more the action of a child drawn by a ‘Do Not Touch’ sign. “I hope
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you’re okay with all this.”

Daniel says nothing but shifts his arm. He fears she’s reaching a diagnosis that he won’t
want to hear. But it turns out her thinking has moved on.

“Is it possible perhaps, when he disappeared, that Alex didn’t fall here = she covers
the awkwardness of their broken touch by turning the pages back to the views of the beach
and circling the stretch of sheer cliff with a finger, “ — but here?”

The finger picks out the edge of one shot where an extrusion of harder rock winds its
way steeply though not vertically from the coast path down into the water. To Daniel’s mind
her question is irrelevant, the exact location a petty detail in relation to everything else.

“This boat you mentioned,” she persists. “Say he wasn’t just trying to get a closer look,
but was actually trying to reach it. Surely he wouldn’t have tried climbing down a sheer drop;
he’d have chosen somewhere easier. So, if he slipped and fell on #hose rocks he might not have
been killed, only knocked about. People who’ve had a blow to the head can lose their
memories, sometimes for years. They wake up one morning with their wife at their side and
suddenly remember that they’re not called John, that they’re already married and have a
bereaved family hundreds of miles away.”

Enough is enough.

“I’ve already told you. They scoured every inch of the beach for days. You think they
wouldn’t have found some concussed nine-year-old wandering about?”

“Could someone else have found him first, taken him in?”

“For God’s sake, it was in all the papers. And on TV. They’d have known immediately
who he was.”

He’s begun to find the whole thing quite ridiculous. Gulnaz falls silent. Then she looks
at him.

“I’'m only trying to help, you know. Could he have run away?”

He groans. She’s so off beam. Alex, run away! Strong, athletic, popular, apple-of-his-
father’s-eye Alex? The fuck he would. But Gulnaz isn’t waiting for his answer.

“No, I suppose they’d still have found him soon enough. As you say, a nine-year-old
isn’t going to get far.”

There is no point in this. Daniel wants it to stop. So far she’s come up with nothing to
challenge the official line. More worryingly, he’s already imagined another possibility,
something so dreadful that it must stay unsaid at all costs. His fear now is that she might
voice it. The bleak look he throws her is by way of a warning. Gulnaz reaches carefully for

her glass of water; Daniel reciprocates with the last of the Stellas. But he knows she is about
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to embrace the darkness.

She whispers, “I think maybe he was abducted.”

A pressure valve fails suddenly in Daniel’s head.

“Don’t say that! Don’t you ever fucking say that!”

Outwardly, the torrent is stemmed right there, but inside the anger surges over the
floodgates unchecked. How fucking dare she. She’s known him barely ten minutes, bullies her
way into his home, starts organising his life and then has the gall to come out with something
like that. Alex, his own flesh and blood, kidnapped and, and, what, abused? Raped? Held
captive for over two decades? She’s sick! He’s not having that. Any of it. Twenty-four years
he’s lived under the shadow of his brother’s death. Twenty-four years that made his school
days a living, fucking hell, hijacked his education, slowly killed his mother and is all but killing
him. And, what, so it had all been for nothing? So they were all wrong. All of them, the
papers, the TV, everyone. Alex had simply met up with some paedophile who’d been
grooming him for sex all this time. Maybe they’d had a lover’s tiff, maybe the pervert had died
of AIDS, whatever, so Alex decides he might as well just come strolling back home to be with
Mummy and twin brother.

“I'm sorry Daniel, I'm sorry!” Her lower lip is quivering as she stands to get her coat.
“I’'m not helping here. And it’s late.”

“No, wait.” He’s taken aback at the level of upset in her face.

For the first time Daniel puts his hand on her arm. He pulls it gently towards the table
to sit her back down, then sticks out his elbows and sinks into his hands.

“I’'m sorry. Look, you are helping. Really. It’s just all been too much. Can we... Can we
just let the subject drop for a while?”

And so an uneasy quiet falls over the room. Somewhere along the way a line was drawn
that Gulnaz has unwittingly crossed. And in many ways so has he. Whatever need she had to
stay and help him through this, it didn’t extend to being directly insulted. There seems to be
nothing more to say. He eats, she does not. Then conversation tentatively resumes, an
unspoken pact between them to fill in with talk of ordinary things. He notices how carefully
she puts her questions — about his work, his flat, his friends — and when she’s sure these are
not overstepping the mark she ventures a little about herself, describing how she works as an
agency nurse. It could mean a week in A&E covering for holidays or sick-leave, a few days
seconded to a GP’s surgery or, as currently, longer stretches helping out in a care home. And
it’s after this that she becomes a little bolder and tells him how she’d gone to the churchyard

straight from work and had seen him standing on the path, hugging himself to ward off the
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cold. He learns that she’d passed by, wished him a merry Christmas so tentatively that he’d
failed to notice and had then heard his shouts, watched him hurry into the shadows and drag
something through the undergrowth. Of course she’d then seen the figure on the ground
behind him.

They talk together for the best part of three hours.

When she discovers it is after midnight and says she has to get home Daniel goes into
something of a panic. Not because he’s been expecting her to stay, but because a whole lot of
things have now settled in his mind that still need expressing.

“I’'m going to go in tomorrow and see him,” he stammers, as she moves to collect her
coat for a second time.

“That’s good, Daniel. You should go.” Her approval sounds more dutiful than
heartfelt.

“Okay, look,” he sighs, “I think you might have been right. About, you know, the
abduction thing — and maybe the amnesia. I mean, why else wouldn’t he have made contact?
But...” He so hates being in someone else’s pocket. “...But, you’ll come with me, won’t you?
I mean you know about hospitals and all that. They might not let me see him otherwise.”

She considers for a moment. He has the awful feeling she’s about to say no. He
couldn’t bear that, the thought of going there alone. But then she nods and says, “Ring them
first. Explain who you are and that you think you might be family. No doubt theyll be
anxious to know the man’s identity, if he hasn’t already been discharged.”

There remains that awful distance in her eyes.

“If in the morning you still want me there, then call me and I’ll come with you. I’ll wait
in till ten. But I would need a lift.”

Without waiting for his response, she scribbles down her number and heads for the
hall. He suddenly needs to hug her, or something. His emotions are all in a spin. Say
something, Daniel, a voice urges him. Say somzething.

“Have you got far to go?”

“My bike’s padlocked to the railings outside the church. I'll be okay.”

“I can walk with you.”

“Really, I'm fine. You should go to bed.”

He’s losing her. But only for tonight. Tomorrow is arranged.

“Gullnazz...”

The makings of a smile touch the corners of her mouth.

“...Er, you know. Thanks for helping out. For the food, and that.”
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He’s not good at this. It doesn’t come over casually enough. He begins to busy himself
collecting the plates. Then he sees her mug.

“Oh, shit. You never drank your coffee. Look, sorry about that. I never meant you to
have the cracked one with that filthy joke on it. You must think I’'m a bit of a prat.”

She stops at the door and walks slowly back towards him, takes his hand and gives him
a peck on the cheek.

“The mug was fine. And I don’t think you’re a prat. It’s just that I don’t take sugar in

coffee.”
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Prentice

Dawn fails to wake him at seven thirty. The bells of St Bart’s strike eight, then nine, also to
no effect. The cat is likewise defeated at nine fifteen. Only his bladder finally makes it
through, by sidestepping ears and eyes that are dead to the world and heading straight for his
pain receptors.

Daniel staggers naked from his bedroom across the kitchen floor, garnering cat fur and
crumbs with his toes as he goes. Neither the photo album on the table nor the clean dishes
on the drainer succeed in alerting him. Some kind of an alarm is raised by a line of crushed
Stellas, a drained Johnny Walker and a well thumbed Smirnoff, but only to remind him of his
mother of all hangovers. He wavers dangerously over the toilet as he pees, using the sonar of
water-into-water as his guide — the stream itself vanishing into a mist before reaching the pan.
There’s a moment when he knows he’s about to be sick. But the heat flush, salivation and
pounding chest leave as suddenly as they’d arrived. He shakes himself and pulls the chain.
Danger over, for now.

As his feet slap the vinyl for a second time Daniel becomes aware that something is
different about the kitchen and he stops. Scoff wastes no time in badgering again; flagpole-
tailed, Morris-Dancing through his legs in a figure of eight, purring like a road drill. Jesus, he
must have hit the drink last night. What day is it? Does he have to go to work today? There zs
something he has to do. But surely it’s Boxing Day. Isn’t it?

So what happened Christmas Day?

Daniel is suffering: a jangling head and a condition he calls Morning Mouth. Morning
Mouth is like having gargled puréed Bombay Duck. Still naked, he flicks up the switch on the
kettle and attacks the Kenco. Whatever went on last night, whatever it was he was supposed
to do, it couldn’t be more urgent than drinking strong coffee.

And it’s the coffee, or rather the smell of coffee, that does it. In the space of a second
he sees it all: the cemetery, the man on the ground, the ambulance crew, the photograph, the
boxes, and of course he sees the gitl. ‘I think maybe he was abducted,” she repeats in his head.
It takes a moment to be sure this wasn’t just some awful drunken nightmare he’d been
having, one of those recurring dreams where Alex is an ambiguous presence — just out of
sight, not really quite there, alive and yet dead, an adult but still a child. But no dream could
have prepared him for the bombshell of realising now that his brother might indeed be alive,
languishing right now in the local hospital. He decides he might be sick after all.

Surely not. Surely. There must have been some mistake. Just because some deranged

halfwit got done over in the churchyard, a guy who maybe looked a bit like Daniel on a bad
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day, it didn’t mean he had to go spinning off into this spiral of assumptions, or let himself be
egged on by that drama queen who’d followed him home. He must have been out of his
mind last night. And yet, the more they’d dug into the past, the more they’d picked through
that album, the more plausible and real it had all become.

And on top of all that, of course there was the photograph.

So maybe it was true. Alex really had survived the accident, and has been living a life
somewhere all these years. And chosen now of all times to drop back unannounced into his
world.

Daniel sinks to his knees before the kitchen drainer. All those years ago, that family
tragedy had torn through and shattered their lives. But it had long since been consigned to
history. He runs a finger through the dust. So unfair. It should be dead and buried, water
under the bridge. His brother’s death was supposed to be the one thing that gave meaning to
everything that came after. He swivels round and rests his back up against the base unit. What
point was there in having suffered that childhood, in having witnessed his mother’s slow
death, having lived an adult life stripped of a very part of himself, if in fact Alex had survived
the fall? What value in all that pain, if Alex could have ended it with a simple phone call
letting them know he was alive? And yet, surely Daniel’s greatest wish has always been to
rejoin his lost twin, to have the two halves once more made whole. So why this numbness?
Why this inability to feel? He finds that he’s scribed two stick men hand in hand in the dirt.

Tl wait in till ten.” Her voice again. All of a sudden, coffee is not the most important
thing. The most important thing is to find a timepiece in the flat that works. He’s on his feet
now and swearing. For months he’s been meaning to fit the alarm clock with a new battery —
and to buy a new watchstrap, once he’s remembered where he last saw his watch. He tears
through each room. In the end, it’s the radio that comes to the rescue. ‘Pip-pip-pip-pip-
PEEP. BBC news at ten o’clock. The Iraqi appeals court will announce today...’

The phone is nearly pulled from the wall. But there’s no way he can dial. Bloody brain —
what the hell was her name?? Where had she written her details? In the fog of panic the idea
plants itself that by clutching onto the receiver he can somehow stall her from leaving home,
at least until his memory kicks in. Think, think, think. His head is thumping. They were
having supper and looking through the album and came up with a theory to account for
Alex’s reappearance. Then... then... she promised to come with him to the hospital if he
rang her. It couldn’t be, surely, that neither of them had thought to swap numbers. The room
spins. He’s definitely going to be sick. Then she went home and he went to bed. Except that

he didn’t. No. He went back to the scotch and the vodka and back to the boxes and got more
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and more depressed leafing through that album and all those wretched photos.

The wire doesn’t reach the kitchen table. As if hoping she won’t notice, he gently
replaces the receiver and steals across the room. He spots the pad at once, but not
immediately her writing in the corner. It’s a relief when he does to see not only the number
but her name as well. It’s Gu/naz, of course. And the number’s a mobile — no problem if she’s
already left home. He rips the corner off the sheet and picks up the phone again.

‘Ring the hospital first. Explain who you are and that you think you might be family,’
the voice in his head reminds him. But should he waste time doing as she says and risk
missing her, or phone her first, only to be told later by the hospital that the visit isn’t
possible? It must be ten fifteen already. While his head dithers his hands are already dialling
directory enquiries and being put through. A disjointed voice informs him that he is number
— ‘twenty’ — in the queue, before blasting his ears with Slade. The NHS, adding insult to
injury. Well, no, actually he isn’t ‘having fun’ and perhaps to ‘Tlook to the future’ is an arse-
stupid suggestion to give out to people who are phoning hospitals. But at least the
bureaucracy gives him a pretext for not having called Gulnaz sooner. Well before advancing
to number — ‘nineteen’ — he is dialling her number and listening for the ring tone.

“You have reached the 02 voice mail service for...”

The preamble feels interminable. At the tone, Daniel begins to babble down the phone.
He’s been up all morning trying to get through to the hospital. Idiots keep putting him on
hold or cutting him off. He’s phoning her now in order not to miss her. Hopes she got home
safely. Would she please phone him back the moment she gets this message.

He quite forgets to leave a number.

The moment he replaces the receiver it occurs to him how much there is still to do
before he can leave. He desperately needs a shower, but no time for that now. A wash and a
shave will have to do. And breakfast — coffee! Something, anything, to settle his stomach and
silence this throbbing head. Priorities: coffee, Paracetamol, food, wash, shave, dress, teeth.
And it is half way through ‘shave’ that the phone rings. The razor nicks his top lip.

Gulnaz’s voice is cool and neutral. Whether she is pleased to speak to him again or not
isn’t clear. He wants to reach down the wire and touch her, to reconnect with the intimacy of
last night. She has left home, but only to buy a paper, and can be ready in ten minutes. She
gives instructions on where to meet, clearly unwilling to reveal her address, only a street
corner where she’ll be waiting. Afterwards, he wishes he’d put the time back another ten
minutes, but promises made, he scoops out the shaving cream from the ear piece and downs

the phone.
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Ten minutes. Five to get there, three to get the car out, leaving two to finish shaving
and throw on some clothes. No problem.

As it turns out, the ten minutes is used up twice over even before leaving the flat. Little
things add their toll; wrongly buttoned up shirt: one minute. Mislaid keys: three minutes.
Scoff’s insistence on being fed: three minutes. Nuisance phone call touting the wondrous
economies of double-glazing: four minutes. Over-hasty tying of shoelaces: two minutes. A
cold, neglected car engine adds another five. By the time he thunders round the corner into
her street Daniel is over twenty minutes late. But when she sees him she smiles and waves.
The excuse he’s had at the ready proves redundant. As she opens the door he tries his best to
maintain a matter-of-fact tone.

“All right?”

“Hello Daniel,” she says, gently.

At the sound of her voice, the wave of urgency that had swept him along dies utterly.
So, the frenzy had not been to get to the hospital, only to be sure of her company. Her legs
arrive first. Mid-length skirt over dark tights. Nice. Then her hips and woolly jumper. She
faces him now, hair tied back and a little colour added to eyes and lips. He tells her she looks
good.

“And you look tired,” she replies.

“I'm alright. Late night — a lot on my mind. Just give us a moment.”

“Of course.”

Never mind a frenzy to get to the hospital; he knows he’s stalling now from making the
visit at all.

“Gullnazz, maybe it’s better if we... No, never mind. Appreciate you coming.”

“That’s okay.” She grins. “And it’s Gulzag. With a long A. Or I may just have to start
calling you Danny. Say it right for a week and you might even get to call me Guli.”

“Oh, yeah. I'll try.”

He hadn’t anticipated her frivolous mood.

They set off through the ominously quiet streets, past rows of houses besieged by
flashing reindeer and dancing lights. Daniel fumbles among some papers in the tray of his
door for some gum. Old Morning Mouth is back. Two or three of the pellets he pops into his
mouth straight from the wrapper in a single thumb gesture, not unlike flicking a cigarette
lighter. He offers her the pack, but Gulnaz declines.

It’s all rather weird. They’re behaving like a married couple. He’s unsure how he feels

about that.
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“So, is it an Indian name or something?” He chews furiously, all too conscious of his
uncleaned teeth and the lingering stink of booze.

“Gulnaz? No, Persian. I’'m Iranian.”

“Iran!” Daniel frisks her up and down with his eyes. “A Muslim. Okay! Tell you what,
the moment we get Alex out of there, you go right ahead and blow that disease-infested
monstrosity of a hospital to kingdom-come.”

“Stop the car. If you’re determined to be offensive, you can drop me here and go on
your own.”

For once she makes no attempt at eye contact.

“Whoa, whoa, sorry. Only a joke.”

So, Gulnaz has a temper on her. A raw nerve. His turn to cross a line. He’d better
watch himself. They’re not a couple yet.

“I don’t appreciate jokes like that. There’s much I could tell you about my life. But
somehow I doubt you’d be interested.” She sounds bitter. “But you might like to know that
not all Muslims are terrorists, and not all Iranians are Muslims. If you must know, I'm
Christian. My father converted. His family were Kurdish.”

“Right, gotcha.” Daniel gives her a suitably punished look. It’s back to the uneasy
standoff of the night before. Both fix their sights on the road ahead. He can sense her pain,
but is only confused by it. He eases the tension by turning on the radio and taking more gum.
When Gulnaz speaks, she has that dutiful voice again.

“I take it you never got through to the Mountjoy.”

“Nah. Waste of bloody space.”

Already she has her mobile open and is waiting for a dialling tone. What number in the
queue will she be, he wonders, reaching over to switch off the radio. The town is probably
awash by now with anxious callers, hanging onto a lifeline that feeds them nothing but
Christmas tunes and pre-recorded assurances that their health is their number one priority.
Hearts, lungs and livers all packing up from Yuletide excess as the countdown brings them
ever closer to a human being, only to be tantalised by the number — ‘one’ — before being
mercilessly disconnected. But to his astonishment, Gulnaz is speaking to a real person
already. She’s managed to find out which ward Alex is on. Daniel takes his eye off the road
and studies her. She is waiting to hear of his condition. Visiting hours? Ah, they must have
asked whether she’s family. An oncoming car toots its horn. Daniel corrects his position and
presents two fingers. She’s telling them about Daniel. His hands are becoming sweaty and

slipping on the wheel. They clearly haven’t yet established their patient’s identity and yes, as
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she’d guessed, they are most interested. The car is heading towards the ring-road now and
everything is happening too fast. Gulnaz’s account of the night before sounds too clinical for
all this. In all honesty, he’s not sure he can actually see himself setting foot...

Daniel yanks the car over and pulls up at the roadside. He simply can’t do it. He’s
bottled out. Not that hospital again. No way.

Gulnaz hastily ends the call. “What’s happened?”

“Bugger it. I'm just too freaked by all this.”

He is careful to look only at his hands.

“I know this must be hell for you,” she says, after a tactful silence. “Why don’t we just
sit for a minute?

“The thing is,” she continues at last, “I know you’ve a million and one questions to ask
this man, but please don’t get your hopes up too high. Apparently he hasn’t regained
consciousness yet. They might let you be with him for a short time, but there won’t be much
to see.”

Daniel rubs his face. “It’s not just that, it’s... Nothing. Doesn’t matter.”

She returns an understanding look. “They do want to talk to you though. They’re
considering a DNA test to determine whether you two really are related.”

No, no, no. If the doctors think they can let themselves loose on 4is body then they can
think again — needles the size of skewers gouging their way into his flesh to suck up their
forensic secrets. Some TV reality programme or other flashes before his eyes, of a woman’s
midriff being routed by a suction pipe and splattering down a tube into a vessel of mango and
blackcurrant smoothie. But then again, it’s vital to know one way or the other about Alex, so
that he can get back to normal and move on, or...

Or what, exactly? For the first time he wonders what he might do if the unimaginable
proved to be true. The amazing George twins, reunited after so many years of separation. The
human interest angle; their identical gormless faces peering out from the centrefold of some
local daily. Another twenty-four years on, would they be walking the streets together in
identical clothing, same hairstyles, living like spouses — a middle-aged Tweedle Dum and
Tweedle Dee? The brothers grim? Or after a brief spell of forced nostalgia might they simply
drift apart, each as good as dead as far as the other is concerned, like nothing had ever
brought them back together?

But to take his DNA. He searches her face anxiously. “What would they do exactly?”

“Don’t be a wuss,” she mocks. “It’s just a swab, like a lolly stick. They scrape it gently

across the inside of your cheek. Nothing to worry about.”
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Oh that. He’s seen them do that on ‘Silent Witness’. That he could just about handle.
Forgetting to signal, he pulls back into the road and steps on the accelerator.

A sign to the hospital directs them off to the right, just beyond the next junction.
They’re getting close. Signposts dominate the roadsides now. Arrows to the left, arrows to the
right, arrows pointing up at the sky. So many entrances to so many departments, it all
depends on who you are and where’s your pain. Accident and Emergency... Out-patients...
In-patients... Paediatrics. Radiology.

A tremor has hijacked his left leg and Daniel’s hands are wet again as he pulls up at the
lights. His foot all but slips off the clutch. He throws the car into neutral, tugs at the
handbrake and rubs his palms on his jeans.

“You really do hate hospitals, don’t you?” Gulnaz says.

He begins to shake more visibly. Of course he hates hospitals. It stands to reason. What
is there not to hate about hospitals? Already he can smell the disinfectant and the urine, hear
the squeal of trolleys along corridors, see those sick people with their germs, bewildered
families mooching about like zombies, the patronising smiles of doctors.

She chews on her lip. “Your mother?”

“Yep. Her last twelve months. Ward 10a.”

“Here, at the Mountjoy?” Gulnaz looks genuinely shocked.

He nods.

“Right, I see. For some reason I'd imagined you only moved to the area after she died.”

“God, no. The only point of leaving Devon was for Mum to be near family — mainly
her mother, but also her brother. Some use he turned out to be, the tosser.”

“So you’re originally from round here?”

“Not me. My parents. Dad and my uncle were old schoolmates. That’s how Dad met
Mum. Then him and my uncle went to Devon together as Navy cadets. Mum followed later
when they got engaged.”

“But you say you came up here to be near your uncle, so he’d already moved back by
then?”

“Yeah, got discharged from the Navy and came home.”

He gives a motorcyclist both barrels with the horn for attempting a right turn without a
proper hand signal, then smiles benignly at Gulnaz and falls back into his seat.

“We’ve still plenty of time,” she says. He knows she really means he should bloody well
calm down and stop driving like an arse. Her fault for dwelling on such prickly topics. But

apparently she still hasn’t learnt.
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“What actually happened with your mother?”

Ah, the very question he’d been braced for last night. It’s as well she waited. He can just
about go there with her now.

“1982 was our first Christmas without Dad.”

“He was away at sear”

“Hang on —.” The lights have turned green. Manoeuvring into a right-hand lane and
negotiating a turning across oncoming traffic with a hangover is challenge enough, without
having to recount a childhood sob story at the same time.

The junction safely behind them, he says, “And after Alex’s fall she had a kind of
nervous breakdown. I was too young really to know what was going on.”

They’re heading down the final stretch to the hospital now. Even the road seems to
foreshadow the approaching wards. Houses line up on either side like patients in their beds,
each guttered with drips and tubes, little garages for their side tables, weed gardens for
blankets, fences for bed rails. Every one of them looks terminal; condemned. Their darkened
windows stare out in despair, unlaced and stripped of hope. The efforts made by a few to
maintain some dignity feel purely token. Feeble applications of makeup, a cursory neatness of
dress. A futile staving off of demolition.

“As Mum got worse, my stupid uncle Martin decided I should be sent to live with my
gran for a while. I think because she had quite a bit of money — Mum’s side of the family was
more posh than Dad’s. But then Gran became ill and eventually had to go into care, which
pretty much wiped out her savings. My uncle wasn’t going to have me, so I was duly packed
off back home. By then, Mum was pumped full of pills. She’d been getting home-help, meals
on wheels, that sort of thing. Most of it useless. Having me back there just made things
worse. We couldn’t remotely cope, so a few months after that my uncle had us both shipped
back up here. You see, moved round and round, like some bloody pawn on a chessboard, as
and when it suited others.”

Half way along the street now, the houses are all boarded up. These are the patients
who’ve sunk beyond remedial care, whose eyes are bandaged shut, left to face death in
darkness and in silence. And beyond them: the end of the road. Nothing but vacated beds of
earth.

“Gran’s place was sitting empty, and we just kind of moved in. My uncle was supposed
to take charge of my schooling and things. The fuck he did. The Navy had really messed him
up. And he was a shit anyway. Once Mum had gone a bit doollaly he didn’t want to know
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As they turn and climb towards the brow of the hill, the hospital fortress begins to rise
from behind the rooftops of new-builds, a gaol of Victorian brick and glass that holds the
whole estate in its grip. He can just picture the residents’ paranoia; all those young
professionals paying their dues for painless, healthy living, for eternal youth, forever staring in
the mirror, checking their pulses, reading the scales, watching their backs, lest the finger of
fate should single them out and imprison them behind one of those thousand windows. Life’s
lottery. ‘It could be you!”

“Second left,” Gulnaz tells him.

“I know where I’'m going.”

Didn’t he just? How many bus journeys had he taken along this route? Over a decade
later he can still picture every detail. Cross the mini roundabout ahead, past A&E, ignore the
first bus stop, alight at the second by the main entrance and head diagonally towards the
dreaded sign. The one that reads ‘Oncology’.

“No, I mean, they told me Blue Zone, Car Park F. The main car park is closed for
improvements.”

Closed it may be. Improvements, Daniel very much doubts. As the temporary road
signs pull them off the perimeter road and around the side of the hospital, whole areas are
indeed cordoned off by wire fencing, peppered with work huts and squares of cauterised
tarmac, if not with any actual workmen. Beyond the car park, an entire wall of the building
stands loosely draped in tarpaulin, the mark of yet more decay, of hopeless patching; a house
of the sick which has itself become fatally afflicted.

Gulnaz is talking again. “So what happened after that?”

“Uh? Oh, don’t ask. I did what I could. You know.”

They slot the car in between a badly parked motorbike and a BMW. Daniel switches off
the engine and sits motionless, staring ahead at the cancer-riddled edifice and the bandages
that flap around its gaping wound. He laughs dryly. “Maybe she just died of a broken heart.”

To be sure it ends there, he shovels up a fistful of coins from the glove box and skulks
off to the nearest pay station, staring for a moment at the scale of charges before feeding in
the money. Coin after coin after coin. Eventually the machine capitulates, coughs up its
thankyou and lets him go.

“They’d rob the sodding shirt off a dying man’s back round here,” he growls, slapping
the ticket onto the windscreen.

Gulnaz laughs. “Only to charge it back to him later — as a surgical dressing!”

“Yeah, too right. Come on.” Her humour has briefly emboldened him. “Let’s get this
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bloody thing over with.”

They cross the car park to the entrance of glass and steel: an unfamiliar new wing.
Inside, the queue from reception snakes around almost to the door. Daniel’s heart is
thumping so loudly by the time their turn comes that he’s certain they’ll take one look at him
and rush him straight through for cardiac surgery. But no, the receptionist doesn’t even look
up when she speaks. What name? Daniel George. Nobody brought in with that name. No, /s
name is Daniel George: the patient is called Alex. No Alex listed either. No, obviously, that’s
why he’s here — to make formal identification. Is he family? Well how can he know that until
he’s done the identification? And isn’t there to be a blood test? Or a cheek test?

Not according to her records.

“Look, what’s your problem? We’ve already bloody well phoned...”

At last, she actually confronts him.

“If you continue in that manner, young man, I shall have security remove you from the
building. You’ll have to wait over there until you’re called.”

Before he can argue further, the crowd behind has sensed movement and edged them
aside. The receptionist is already busy with the next in line, and he and Gulnaz are left with
nothing but the two plastic chairs in the far corner to which they’ve been assigned.

The minutes tick by. Hospital orderlies wander around like extras on a film set, heads
down to avoid the faces of anxious first-timers. In all, four doctors in white coats stop to
exchange words with the receptionist (regardless of whether Joe Public is midway through a
sentence). Each time, Daniel holds his breath, convinced that he’s about to be called through
to the wards. His head screams with the thousand and one questions he has lined up for Alex.
But only paperwork is handed over, a laugh shared and the white coats lost again among the
crowds. Anyone would think that they’re doing it deliberately — testing Daniel’s patience; his
nerves are racking up. After thirty minutes he gives in and marches over to the desk, forcing
himself back into the line. As the crowd turns on him, an ugly scene is averted only thanks to
the timely arrival of yet another white coat — one that sidesteps reception altogether and walks
straight towards Gulnaz. Daniel can only watch the pair of them in growing amazement,
Gulnaz preening herself and making cow eyes; the doctor all over her. So, not out of concern
for Daniel then that she’d agreed to come today; not out of respect that she’d smartened
herself up. Just a chance to advance some cheap, work-based romance. She’s pointing Daniel
out now and gesturing him back. The doctor scans the faces in the queue with a predictably
disinterested smile. Despite himself, Daniel is forced to return a half-hearted wave.

>

“So you’re the mystery brother,” croons the doctor, once Daniel has re-joined them.
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“We’re ready for you now, if you’d like to come this way.”

Once again, Daniel’s chest is pounding and sweat welling in his palms. Gulnaz squeezes
his arm and tells him, “You go with Doctor Prentice. He'll look after you. One of this
hospital’s finest.” The sickly smile that flashes between them does nothing to lower Daniel’s
blood pressure.

The doctor leads him away from reception and stops at the corridor for them both to
cleanse their hands. “I’'m afraid your brother rather has us baffled,” he confesses. “He does
appear to have led something of a tough life. He’s had a nasty blow to the side of the face,
which could have caused the coma. Brain shake — we’re conducting some tests. There are a
number of older injuries too. He’s also very underweight and in need of a good dose of
TLC.”

“Is that a drug?”

The doctor chuckles. “Kind of. Tender Loving Care.”

To Daniel it sounds like a personal swipe. “He fell against the gravestone when I found
him, knocked his head. But he was already unconscious before that.”

“Ah no, I'm not referring to the little scratch on his forehead. That’s only superficial.
But of course the coma could be any one of a number of things. Is there any history you
know ofr”

“History?”

“Diabetes, epilepsy, migraines, severe narcolepsy, anything like that?”

“Whoa, I’'m just here to confirm who he is, not to tell you what’s wrong with him.”

The doctor looks startled. “Sure, sure. So, when did you last see your brother?”

“1982. On the day everyone thought he’d died.”

Not quite the answer the doctor was expecting, perhaps, but Daniel isn’t inclined to
make this any easier for him. Let him do the job he’s paid for. Going through the whole story
again is too much like hard work. He’s a wreck. His head is pounding. The cut on his top lip
stings. This place is raising every phobia he’s ever had. The corridor down which they’re
walking may be new to him, but the smells and sounds are the old ones, doorways every few
steps of the way opening out into wards that are only too familiar. The stark spectacle repeats
itself over and over; identical equipment separating identical beds, attended by identical
nurses, crammed with identical patients. The same sterile, cold, anonymous NHS production
line. Somewhere along this route the doctor is going to stop and take him through to one of
these wards and stand him beside an identical twin. A truly surreal moment, like a foretaste of

his own last chapter.
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But Prentice keeps him moving, beyond the clatter of tiled flooring through more
swing doors to the soft tread of carpet.

Daniel eyes him suspiciously. “So where is he?”

“Along here. It’s a brand new wing,” Prentice says, as proudly as if he’d personally
funded the build. Something about the way the corridor divides and slopes gently upwards
begins to ring bells.

“But I’'ve been here before, surely?”

The doctor feigns interest. “You’ve visited us beforer”

“Not for several years.”

“Ah, well, the refurbishment is new, but the building itself isn’t. I believe this was the
way to the old cancer wing.”

Daniel nods grimly. “That’ll be why.”

An approaching plaque overhead insists on ‘Authorised Persons Only’. Daniel’s
apprehension deepens. So, a standard ward isn’t good enough for Alex? They take a left,
following a sign that only alarms him further. The three initials, I — C — U. Next thing he
knows, he’s being ushered into a small private room, just one bed, a single window and a
mass of budget-crippling equipment. Like groupies around a superstar, the tubes and bottles,
monitors and wires gravitate towards the figure who lies there, all donned in white; the man
who may or may not be Alex. The ends of those tubes disappear into plasters on his flesh or
directly up his nose.

“What in Christ’s name? Is he dying?”

“Goodness me no, Mr... er.” Prentice checks his clipboard. “Mr George. It looks a lot
more drastic than it is. His breathing was very erratic when he was brought in, so we put him
on a ventilator for a time, but this has now stabilised. This machine isn’t even being used. But
because he remains unconscious and dehydrated, we still need to monitor his vital signs and
get fluids into him. He’s pootly, for sure, but in no immediate danger, as far as we can tell.”

As far as we can tell. The cunning disclaimer. Everything is fine, but if your nearest and
dearest drops dead in two minutes you can forget about suing. The time has come to
approach the bedside, to make formal identification. In Daniel’s ears the thunder of his own
breathing builds to a roar. He feels weightless, like an astronaut aboard some futuristic
spacecraft, approaching a crewmember in suspended animation. There’s a good chance he
might faint. He peers over the face, deep into the folds of skin, the details around eye sockets,
lips and nose. When he’d scanned that same face last night it was an emaciated doppelganger

that had stared back. But was Gulnaz right in saying that his mind had been overloaded with
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suggestion — the anniversary, his mother’s grave, the photograph? Last time there had been
no trace of doubt in his mind. Now, with the face scrubbed up, the hair plastered back
behind a skull cap, the vile plastic tubes connecting him to all the technology, and with the
benefit of sober impartiality, in all honesty Daniel can’t be sure. The features refuse to
connect with each other. Individually, yes, they’re like his. No question. But when Daniel
encounters his own face in the mirror he doesn’t go ticking off some checklist of objects; he
knows himself instantly. This face beneath him remains an assortment of parts — Daniel in
cheap kit form. Taken together, these parts say nothing whatsoever.

“It might be him. It might not,” he admits at last.

“Don’t worry, Mr George. You don’t need to be certain. You just need to sign to say
you’re willing to give a DNA sample. That way we can tell immediately.”

The pen is waving at him and the clipboard proffered. Though he’s known this was
coming Daniel is racked by renewed misgivings. He doesn’t trust this man, whatever Gulnaz
might say of him. DNA is a very private thing. Through his mind flashes a trail of petty
misdemeanours, each leaving its trace of tell-tale chemicals.

“Actually, I'm pretty sure he’s not my brother. There’s probably no point.”

“It’s your decision of course, Mr George. But there’s nothing to lose; it would help us
enormously and it only takes a few seconds.”

“And they won’t start taking fingerprints, or anything like that?”

“Goodness, no. And they wouldn’t help anyway. Twins don’t share the same
fingerprints.”

“So... this DNA thing, does it get onto the database — police records, or whateverr”

“No, no, not at all. We’ll take a note of your contact details, but whether a match is
found or not, your DNA data won’t be retained, only that of your brother.”

This, given the circumstances, will have to be assurance enough. To walk away now
from the chance to settle things would be madness. Daniel snatches the pen and signs.

“Excellent. Now, I've cleared it with reception that you’re free to come and visit
whenever you wish. You don’t need accompanying from now on. So, if you’d like to follow
me, a nurse will take the swab and that’ll be that.” Professional smile, pen back in top pocket
and white coat flourish; the doctor leads Daniel from the ICU back to the new wing and
offers him a seat in a small waiting area off the main corridor.

“I’ll tell the nurse you’re here.”

A nervous wait follows. Even here the old smells seek him out; a cocktail of bygone

waiting rooms, of times spent shrinking into tatty seats pushed against grey walls; of fighting
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down a rising panic by reading and re-reading boards of dumb health notices. Eventually a
nurse calls him in and he rises shakily to his feet. He is thirteen and terrified, the next in line
to receive the BCG vaccine. Now he is seventeen and about to have a needle flush out his
right ear. He is seven and tortured by toothache. But he clings to Gulnaz’s promise of, ‘Just a
lolly stick in the cheek’, and sure enough, there it is — longer and thinner than he’d imagined,
but a lolly stick nonetheless. He just wishes now that he’d cleaned his teeth. They might not
find any DNA among all the other crap in his mouth. But the nurse seems satisfied. It’s over
in a trice. Hard to believe that one little scraping of cells is all it takes to resolve the riddle of
the thin man in the white room.

She drops the swab into a plastic bag. The hospital will write to his GP, who will
inform him of the results some time in the next fortnight. Daniel is free to go.

By immediately, it seems trusty Prentice had meant two whole bloody weeks.

On the long return to reception Daniel is careful to keep his eyes from the wards.
Emerging from the corridor, it’s a relief to see that Gulnaz hasn’t moved from the corner. It’s
somewhat less of a relief to find Prentice leering over her again. The doctor’s fake smile lights
up the moment Daniel comes into view. Gulnaz’s gaze is more anxious.

“How did it go? Are you okay?”

Then the giveaway hesitation.

“Um, would it be okay if we get going now? You can tell me all about it on the way. I'm
working at the care home again this afternoon.”

If this is downright insensitive then Daniel frankly doesn’t care. He needs no
encouraging to get the hell out of this place. “Don’t worry; I can take you straight there, if it
helps,” he offers, putting himself squarely between Gulnaz and the doctor. “It’s not much out
of my way.”

Her smile dies a little.

“Thanks, that’s really kind, only I need to collect my bike so I can get home again after
work.”

“That’s no problem. I'll pick you up again afterwards.”

But again Gulnaz demurs. “I really couldn’t say exactly what time I'll be finished.
Supposedly six, but so much depends on the residents.”

“Doesn’t matter. I'll wait for you. I'll take a historic novel or listen to Classic FM.” He
gives the doctor a cutting smile.

Despite the look she returns him, reluctantly Gulnaz gives in; a little mental arithmetic

probably convincing her there is no way she could be dropped off at home, cycle the three
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miles to the nursing home and still be on time. She says her thanks and warm goodbyes to her
doctor friend, and at last she and Daniel are heading out to the car.

“Why were you so rude to Dr Prentice?”

“Was I rude? I didn’t mean to be,” he lies.

Nothing more is said until they’re finally freed from the network of hospital roads.

“I’d very much like to know what happened, when you’re ready,” she says at last.

What exactly did happen? That’s the question. With every yard Daniel puts between
them and the ‘thing’ in that ward, the more his uncertainty grows. How could such a creature
possibly have been the explosive, hyperactive bundle of energy that was once his twin? By the
time they’re back on the ring road the very idea of it seems preposterous. As the familiar
sights of town surround them once more the whole experience becomes little more than a
bad joke. The only thing that remains crystal clear in Daniel’s mind is that fate, on Christmas
night, chose to bring him and Gulnaz together.

“I'm pretty sure it wasn’t Alex. They did the DNA thing, but I bet it'll be a waste of
time. I’d made a mistake, for the reasons you’d said.”

So, this is his chance to win her over — now or never, judging by the attentions of her
smarmy doctor friend. Daniel will cook her a meal, clean his flat, change his sheets, take that
long overdue shower and clean his teeth.

“Oh, I am sorry, Daniel. Really sorry. But don’t give up yet. Let’s wait for the results.”

She puts her hand briefly on the wheel over his. He smiles at her. And does not
withdraw his hand. This time he knows it’ll be perfect. Instead of ten minutes, he has six

whole hours to get everything prepared.
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Saddam

Who would ever have guessed it — hallowed ground as a hotspot for meeting girls? It was rare
enough to see anybody on those church visits; the occasional grieving widow perhaps,
loitering at the grave of a loved one; a few people now and then using the path through the
cemetery as a cut-through. But a lone young woman up for being propositioned? Never in a
million years.

Certainly nothing could have been further from Daniel’s mind that Christmas
afternoon. Women hadn’t really been on the agenda for some days. True, he’d been keeping
his eyes peeled down at his local, but more out of habit than necessity. The Millwrights has
been known to land the odd catch, but always small-fry, never anything classy like Gulnaz.
And one always has to be so careful where to trawl. Fishing in the wrong waters is a sure-fire
way to land yourself a bottle in the neck.

That much at least was unlikely in a churchyard.

In any case, working at Greenalls guaranteed enough rich pickings to ensure he need
never rely on either the Millwrights or Old St. Bart’s for a date. The great thing about
Greenalls is the way the eligible ones stand out a mile. Obviously those with boyfriends are a
nonstarter; two girls together holds out more hope, but the way they choose plants is critical.
If they’re not particularly fussed about each othet’s choices then the chances are they’re just
friends out together. If they keep close to each other and wrangle over every specimen then
Daniel knows he’s likely to be looking at eligible flatmates — less chance of them being
attached. As for women on their own, much can be learned from the plants they’re checking
out. The girl choosing fruit trees is likely to live in a big house with a loaded husband, the one
buying cheap indoor plants probably has no garden and only a pokey little apartment like his.
Cacti are a particularly good sign; women love them, men hate them. Rival phallic symbols,
apparently.

From there it all comes down to judging faces, searching for that expression of
uncertainty, that niggling doubt about a plant’s fitness for purpose, that need for professional
endorsement. On spotting a distressed damsel wavering, say, between a palm and a fern,
Daniel might roll up his sleeves, grab something heavy (such as the nearest pot or grow-bag),
and chance by with a smile and a helpful, ‘Alright there? If you need any advice, just ask.” On
a warm afternoon he might even go so far as to pass through a water-spray en route, just to
help the sweatshirt cling a little closer. Shameless. But women do like their men a little rough
around the edges. Catherine had her Heathcliff, Lady Chatterley her Mellors. And the garden

centre has certainly won him a healthy physique and a strong tan. No three-times-a-week
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enslavement to the gymnasium for Daniel. In the past year or two the natural blonde
highlights from the sun have also helped disguise the insidious advance of grey.

If the initial contact elicits a response then he can proceed to stage two: “The
Confidential Confession’. By offering advice he’s violating a company policy, and he really
wouldn’t have stopped to talk had the customer not been so plainly in need of help. However
(between the two of them), if she needs any more gardening tips or manual labouring he does
do private work as well and has a card right here in his pocket. In fact, he’s free the next day
if she wishes him to help with choosing the right location, planting out or feeding. Daniel
prides himself in never telling lies. But truth doesn’t necessarily have to mean the whole truth.
It truthfully is against company rules for unqualified staff to give horticultural advice to the
public, for the simple reason that trained staff are on hand over at the customer services desk.
And Daniel does do private work, indeed really could come over the next day, albeit at the
expense of a day’s wages and a bollocking from the head of HR. As for soliciting customers
for outside work being a no-no: absolutely the case. A dismissible offence. Mum’s definitely
the word — his special offer to a special customer.

Stage three he calls “The Sensitive Man’. On a first date, go for t