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I DON’T KNOW why London should feature so heavily as a location for Irongrove Lodge. If we were to talk about the true location of the house, we would have to admit to ourselves that it is nowhere. Yet the history of London – thousands of years of the sacred and profane – seems to draw the house, just as the house draws those it has chosen.


London is relatively close; a couple of hours by train – engineering works and strikes permitting – but I have never found Irongrove Lodge there. I have walked the streets mentioned in the histories, I’m even in possession of a photograph that shows the house residing in a London borough, but I have never, on visiting the city, found myself standing at the door of the property.


It is infuriating. Evidently Irongrove Lodge is close, reachable, but it hasn’t yet revealed itself to me in the flesh.


To dedicate my life to the discovery of one house would seem to most nonsensical. I no longer have any friends. I’m estranged from my family, although this has little to do with my studies and more to do with what I did, a long time ago. As a result of my actions, I spent many years indoors. There, even the sky was bounded by walls. I never found my redemption within. They talked often of rehabilitation, and in the end they were satisfied that is what had been achieved; the forms said so, and in that place paperwork and structured assessment were sacred.


When I left, I found that the world was too big. I stood on the threshold and experienced a moment of terrifying vertigo, as if with the first step I would fall and carry on falling forever.


You can’t find the sort of redemption I seek in church, or within the community. Most doors are closed to me. The Crown and the government may be satisfied that I have paid my dues, but people have long memories, and even if they hadn’t, the papers were more than ready to remind them of what I had done. The media were hungry for my story, and perhaps if I had agreed to talk to them I wouldn’t find myself in the dire financial straits that presently plague me. But they would have taken my words and changed them. They would have looked for a satisfying ending or resolution where none is to be found. This tale is mine to tell, and I will seek my own end.


It is true that when I finally find Irongrove Lodge I will once more be bounded by walls. It is true that, like my former residence, it will be a place of many doors; but unlike that place – that formalised hell that took so much of my life – in Irongrove Lodge some of the doors will open to me.
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I HATE THIS house. It’s freezing cold, it eats people and it stinks of petrol.


The Zulu king Shaka, they tell me, once disposed of the mother of his hated foe by shutting the old lady up in a hut with a hyena. Observe the subtlety. The hyena is a notorious coward, for all that his jaw can crush a man’s skull like a biscuit. Only when he’s starving hungry and entirely desperate will he attack living prey of any kind, let alone that monster surpassing all monsters, a human. So, to begin with, while the old lady and the hyena were reasonably comfortable, she could repel him with a shout or an unkind word. He’d slink away into the shadows and cower. But, as time passed and hunger took its toll, she got weaker and he got more frantically desperate, terror (trapped in a confined space with a horrible monster) and the overriding necessity of food tearing his poor pea brain apart; the moment came when fear crumbled and gave way, and the terrified animal broke the terrified old woman up into something useful that he could consume and digest. History doesn’t record whether they let the hyena go after it had done the business; I hope they did, for reasons that will become apparent in due course.


I have no idea which terrified creature I am in this analogy. In theory – keep an eye on that word, it’s dangerous – it’s all over now. But I’m getting weaker, and the house is very hungry.


 



 



THE JOB WAS a piece of cake, no bother at all. I was being paid to be a middle-aged businessman, and all I had to do was walk into a bank and pay in a cheque. It was something to do with avoiding tax. You’d be surprised and depressed how often it turns out to be about tax. This amazing talent, and what’s it good for? Screwing the Revenue. Ah, glory.


I propped up his photograph against the cornflake packet while I ate breakfast. Let the record show that I no longer eat cornflakes; breakfast is a serious matter and should consist of eggs and pork derivatives, and I keep the cereal packet purely and simply as a useful stop to rest things against – photographs mostly, but also briefings, dossiers, files, the very occasional non-fiction paperback.


He had an interesting face, the man in the picture. He had a nose like the beak of a Roman galley. You could be defeated and oppressed by having a nose like that, or you could regard it as your spearhead, crash through life with it like an icebreaker. I guess my man chose the latter approach; clearly he’d made a lot of money, or he wouldn’t be needing to diddle his taxes. He had plenty of thick white hair, wavy, I’m guessing he went white quite early, because he didn’t look a day over sixty, possibly younger than that. Vigorous, bursting with vitality. In the photo he was smiling, and I don’t think it was just because someone had told him to say ‘cheese’. I got the impression he smiled a lot. But a very strong jaw (crunch up your skull like a biscuit? Probably best not to put yourself in a position where you’d find out.) You could like this man quite easily, right up to the very last minute, when it’d be too late.


Well; I don’t have to think myself into their heads, but I find it helps. I don’t mean it leads to a better outcome, in practical business terms. It helps me, to cope with the procedure. Not that I’m complaining, or anything like that. Easy way to make a living. It’s just – well, identity issues. Who am I and what am I doing here? Like it matters.


To perform the transformation; ask me how I do it, I can’t tell you. Once I did it in front of the mirror (I bought a mirror specially, and hung it on the wall in the room), watched closely in the vain hope of perceiving the split second of change, when I stopped being just boring old me (who am I? Don’t know, don’t care) and became the target/victim/subject/object. Pointless. I stared and stared at the reverse-image me for what seemed like a very long time – I think it was about ten seconds – and then, without any sense of anything having happened, I was the other guy, the man in the photograph-du-jour propped up against the cornflake box. I could have burst into tears from sheer frustration, except that he (the man in the photo) wasn’t a big girl’s blouse like me and didn’t start blubbing the moment things didn’t go precisely the way he wanted them to.


One thing I’ve learned, doing this job. Nearly everybody’s better than me, in some, most or all respects.


Forgive me, I’m drivelling. Easily sidetracked, mind like a teabag. I turned into the white-haired bloke with the champion snout, put on a suit and a tie and went to the bank.


You don’t have to do anything, my agent told me (more about her later); just walk up to the counter, hand over the paying-in slip and the cheque, even you know the score; God knows, you’ve had practice paying in cheques. The bank CCTV will record the fact that you’ve been there, and that’s all that needs to be established. Easy peasy.


“Hello, Mr Morgan,” the woman behind the glass screen said. That threw me. I smiled at her, hoping that would do. Of course, I later rationalised, they’re trained to do that these days. They read your name off the cheque or the card or the paying-in slip, and they greet you with it as though they know you, as though you’re known and have an identity in their mind. It’s to make you feel loved and wanted, old-fashioned personal service, we really care when actually we don’t. Still, it gave me a bit of a shock, all the same. She knew me better than I knew myself.


All done. I walk out of the bank, as Mr Morgan, hail a taxi and get a ride back home. Front door, up the stairs, business with keys, into the room, not Mr Morgan any more. Afterwards, as usual, I spend a quarter of an hour just sitting and shaking all over. What I’m so scared of, I just don’t know. But it passes, and I’m me again, and I’ve just earned myself one thousand pounds.


Actually, I don’t charge nearly enough, given the value of my services to my clients. A fool to myself, I am. My own worst enemy. Excuse me; private joke.


 



 



I WAS BORN, not that it has anything to do with anything, in Wales, in a small town whose name my father could pronounce but I could never get my tongue around; we left there when I was five and moved to Ireland; three years there, then two in New Zealand, then back to Wales (north not south this time) for another three years, then Birmingham till I was thirteen, then Canada for eighteen months, a year in Melbourne, then Leeds until I was eighteen; three years at university in Durham, and then I moved to London, where I’ve been ever since. All this shifting around has left its mark on me. People who hear me for the first time assume I’m South African. The next time, they revise that and guess I was raised in Jamaica. The third time, curiosity gets the better of good manners and they ask me, where are you from? I resent this question, so sometimes I say Pitcairn or the Falklands, depending on whether I give a damn; the rest of the time, I explain that it’s a long story, and do my best to cut it short.


Where am I from? My father was born in India, the son of a Scottish administrator who stayed on for a while after Independence and a French mother (from Bayonne; she was more Basque than French). Dad came back to England when he was nine, grew up in Bristol, Norwich and Liverpool, studied at Cambridge, got his first tenured post in Reading. My mother was considerably younger than him, the sister of one of his students at Keele; she was Greek on her mother’s side and her father was Armenian, but she was brought up in Kent and spoke flawless BBC English, which she learned at drama school. Where am I from? I’m from my father mostly, because my mother left us in Birmingham, or was it Toronto? There was no divorce; she left me along with most of her clothes and some of her books. The last I heard she was in North Carolina, but that was some time ago. To conclude; if people can be said to have roots, I was raised hydroponically. When I was fourteen my father told me, you can be whatever you want to be. I suspect I shouldn’t have taken him quite so literally, but there you are.


 



 



SO THERE YOU have it. What do I do for a living? I’m a shape-shifter. Not a lot of us about – ever so many frauds, charlatans, imposters pretending to be genuine shape-shifters, but they cheat, they do it with makeup and costumes and crepe hair and God only knows what shameless deceptions. I’m the real thing. Really really real, for as long as I want to be. My blood group changes, for crying out loud; you can take a DNA sample from me, and it’ll be Him, the other guy, not me.


There are limits, naturally. I can do women, but only very superficially; shoot x-rays into me and you’ll see male organs in there instead of female (that actually happened once; not my finest hour; awful mess; very nearly gave the clients their money back). I can’t do animals or inanimate objects. But, within those parameters, I can be anyone you want me to be, provided you have the money, and my charges are sensible going on ridiculously cheap, in context. Even so, I’ve reached the point where I only work when I want to or when I’ve got to, because I’ve spent all the money. That takes some doing, but I manage it, somehow. Not sure how, because my tastes are plain verging on Spartan, and if you look round this place you’d be hard put to it to find any things, any stuff, to show for the millions (literally) that have passed through my hands over the last five years. I could’ve been a serious diamond collector, I could’ve afforded it; or Old Master paintings, or medieval armour, or anything I damned well chose; or I could own streets of houses and a vast portfolio of stocks and shares. Never got round to any of that, never wanted to. Why be a rich man when I can be anyone I want? I could be Mr Gates or Mr Getty – walk into their bank, pass the retina scans and the fingerprint tests. Fortunately for them, I’m too scared to steal. Nobody could prove anything, needless to say, but you don’t need proof to put two and two together, and if you steal from the rich, you might find yourself encountering retribution outside the usual forms and the prescribed due process. Mostly, though, money just doesn’t interest me, in the same way fish aren’t obsessively fascinated by water. My idea of a really good meal is a cheeseburger and fries.


 



 



MY AGENT CALLED me.


“It’s a piece of cake,” she said. “Ten minutes of your time, and no heavy lifting. Of course, I said you’d do it.”


I’m attuned to her tone of voice, like a dog with its master. She was too cheerful. “What’s wrong with it?”


“Nothing. Absolutely nothing at all. It’s the perfect job.”


“What’s wrong with it?”


She sighed down the phone at me. “Sometimes I despair of you,” she said. “I line you up a job that pays the price of a pair of quality shoes per second, and all you can do is moan at me. If it wasn’t for me, you’d be sleeping in a cardboard box in shop doorways.”


“What’s wrong –?”


“All right.” She always gets bad-tempered when she’s making me do something dangerous or horrible. “Look, there’s no risk to you, none whatsoever. Even a total wuss like you would be hard to find anything to be scared of.”


I find silence is the best response sometimes.


“There is a slight, very slight trace element of illegality,” she went on, after a pause. “Not, it goes without saying, on your part. All you need to do is stand in a certain place at a certain time, where a certain camera can get a good clear shot of you.”


Fine. Standing next to some form of event horizon that would be irrefutable proof in court; something with the date and time on it, in an instantly recognisable place a very long way away from where the actual crime was committed. Fine.


“I told you,” I said. “I’m through with alibi work.”


“For crying out loud.” She only shouts at me when she’s indefensibly in the wrong. “I don’t know what’s got into you lately, I really don’t. Here’s a perfectly good job I’ve worked really hard to get for you, paying really good money, and you turn round and spit in my face. You know your trouble? You’re just so bloody ungrateful.”


I made no comment. Just because something’s true doesn’t make it relevant.


“I mean, what is your problem with alibi jobs? Is it because they’re dishonest? Maybe you haven’t been paying attention, but your entire career is founded on –”


“I don’t want to go to jail.”


She fetched up a sigh from the very deepest cellar. It was wreathed in cobwebs and she’d been saving it for a special occasion. “We’ve been through this,” she said. “No court will ever convict you, because no court will ever recognise the existence of magic. I thought that was –”


“Don’t call it that.”


Silly of me, to expose a weakness. But there you go. I’m scared of what I can do, and I really don’t like thinking about it. Words like, well, the M word remind me of the appalling truth; I can do this stuff, but I don’t know how it works.


“I do apologise if I offended your delicate sensibilities, you total fucking primadonna. The fact, however, remains –”


“It’s not just having my picture taken, is it?”


A shot in the dark, but a clean hit. “Fine,” she snapped. “You’re also required to blow your nose. And that’s it. That’s absolutely everything, you have my word.”


I smiled. It was my idea, originally, back when alibi stuff was still exciting and new. You blow your nose in a paper tissue, which you stuff in a crack in the wall, or down between two dustbins, whatever, some hidden place that’s dry and where the garbage men won’t look. The CCTV captures you doing it. The investigators go along, retrieve the tissue, analyse the dried snot and provide irrefutable DNA evidence to corroborate the camera. Any suggestion that the man in the picture is someone else in a false beard is stillborn. For a while, I ran a series of variations on the same theme, so as not to repeat myself – traces of blood from a paper cut, spit on a styrofoam cup, and once I pissed against a wall in broad daylight, for my art. Now I can no longer be bothered. Let prosecutors notice the conspicuous coincidences. They still can’t prove anything.


Anyway, I was tired of arguing. “Just this once, then,” I said. “But this is the last time. I mean it.”


“Good boy.” I wish she wouldn’t say that. “I’ll send you the stuff. Got to go. Bye.”


 



 



IT WAS MY wife who suggested we move here. She saw the To Let board and fell in love.


Back then, of course, I was still working for the polystyrene people, and my principal concern – it seems utterly absurd to me now – was money. We can’t possibly afford it, I told her. She was slightly deaf in both ears, I fancy, because at times she didn’t seem to hear what I said to her. We signed the lease and moved in.


The name, Irongrove Lodge, gave me pause. Now there’s a kind of tree in the Tropics called Ironwood – it’s mentioned in Robinson Crusoe, which is all I know about it – and if there’s a tree, presumably it can grow in groves, though probably not in our climate. Even so. Counter-intuitive; iron, like money, doesn’t grow on trees. Why it should bug me I don’t know, but it did. Later, Googling aimlessly in the room, I discovered that in the fifteenth century this district was called Eyrengrove; eyren being Kentish dialect for eggs. For some stupid reason, that made me feel a whole lot better.


The back room, she decided, would be absolutely perfect. There was that enormous window, with all the light she could possibly want, and plenty of space, so she could spread out when she was working. I could see her point there. Before we came here, she was having to work in a tiny little cooped-up box, and she wasn’t by nature a tidy person. She’d put a brush down for a split second and never see it again. Hear it, maybe, as it splintered under her foot. And she so loved doing big canvases – life-size or bigger; she once did a study of a hand, ten feet by eight. Very good it was, too; the fingernail of the little finger was bigger than my head.


The other rooms didn’t seem to interest her particularly. We dumped our stuff in boxes, swearing a solemn vow to unpack as soon as we had five minutes. Most of those boxes are still where we first dumped them, their brown tape unspoilt. I decided (unilaterally) that if she was going to have a room all to herself, I wanted one too; so I moved all my stuff in here.


I think they used to call them box-rooms; for storing boxes, presumably. Ironic, since we’d turned the whole place into a box-room, and the only serious unpacking – taking stuff out of boxes – got done in here; it’s the only actual box-free space on the premises. Anyhow, I set up my computer and put in some defiantly asymmetrical shelves for my books and DVDs. I imprinted my personality on the space –


Excuse me. Something must’ve gone down the wrong way.


Imprinted my personality, such as it is, on the space, to differentiate it from the rest of the infinite and probably curved universe; everything bounded by these walls, that floor and that ceiling is me, mine, my achievement, my fault. Pathetic, really; a table, a chair, a computer and a bit of data storage. Not even any pictures. Still; when you live with a dominant personality like my wife, you need some place of your own, a shell you can crawl back into; like the caches of weapons that freedom fighters bury in forests, just in case the newly-brokered peace doesn’t work out.


She had everything else. Say what you like about her, she had a flair for décor. I think that was the Italian side of her coming out, while the Austrian half of her genetic mix expressed itself in swift and efficient organisation. Even now, the walls and the floors bear witness to her taste and eye for colour; she indelibly shaped her environment, like a beaver or a herd of elephants. It means – probably I’m being fanciful, the sympathetic fallacy I think it’s called – that’s she’s still in here somewhere, digested but nevertheless present. Unlike other living organisms, this house consumes but doesn’t, so far as I know, excrete. Makes you wonder what it does with it all.


 



 



A FOOTNOTE ABOUT the polystyrene people.


Calling them that was my idea of a little joke, back when I still had something approximating to a sense of humour. Insofar as it was funny, it was funny because it contained a grain or scintilla of truth. The organisation I worked for, as a lowly accountant, dealt in extruded polystyrene. They didn’t actually make anything, that was all done in the Far East, or sell anything, or design things in any real sense. People who wanted large quantities of polystyrene artefacts contacted them, and they arranged for the things to be made and delivered. I think it was probably all perfectly valid, and all I ever had to do was play games with numbers. The silly thing was that although I didn’t really understand what I was supposed to be doing – nobody ever felt the need to explain exactly how my efforts dovetailed with those of my colleagues to produce the company’s boisterous prosperity – apparently I did it very well, because I kept being promoted and paid more money and given more work to do. Not that I cared. Back then I cared about very little, apart from my wife and a few favourite books.


 



 



I DON’T REALLY do poetry, but I remember a line I heard on the car radio or somewhere: one little room an everywhere. Neat, I remember thinking, because I’ve got a room like that. A little room, but everywhere, as far as I’m concerned. Which set me thinking about issues of scale; bounded in a nutshell and king of infinite space, which is more poetry – that’s a leftover from school, about the only thing I learned. My line of reasoning was: everything I am will fit into this tiny little box-room, so does that make me a sort of spiritual amoeba or am I an amazingly pared-down, simplified, utterly-essentials-only sort of a guy, the essence of concentrated human? Mind you, it was probably just a reaction to Herself covering every available surface in the greater Venn diagram with blue-and-white vases and scatter cushions.


 



 



MY AGENT SENDS me the details of each job in A4 brown manila envelopes, recorded delivery, addressed to Messrs Scanlon and James, solicitors. Why she does this I have no idea.


Leaving aside for one moment Hieronymus Bosch and some of the more disturbed Goyas, I’m no oil painting; this I freely admit. I became reconciled to my appearance many years ago and it no longer bothers me. Sometimes, though (and this was just such an occasion) I’m required to turn into someone who makes my skin crawl.


The man in the envelope wasn’t hideously maimed or deformed, no leprosy, burns or ghastly blemishes, just a singularly unfortunate juxtaposition of ill-proportioned features. I read in a book once that exhaustive scientific tests have shown that the difference between beauty and ugliness is often as little as a quarter of an inch – meaning, take your stunning beauty and move the mouth a quarter inch up, or make the nose a quarter inch shorter, and you get something that’ll give you nightmares. By the same token, shift the features of the ugly face by the same margin and you get ravishing beauty. That’s all there is in it, between gorgeous and horrible, between a life of adulation and worship and the stinging misery of being rejected by everybody at first sight, before you’ve said a word or done a thing. A quarter inch – 0.25” or 6.35mm if you’re metric. The man in the photograph had done especially badly in that particular lottery. Nobody could ever possibly like him, except for his beautiful soul or his generous nature (and I guessed that, if he needed a professional alibi and could afford to pay for the best, he didn’t have either of those), and it was going to be my job to be him, if only for a short time. What joy. I didn’t even have the satisfaction that an actor would get from being Richard the Third, because the whole point of the exercise was that the audience wasn’t supposed to notice the quality of the performance.


The man, we’ll call the fusion of him and me ‘the man’ for the time being, went to where he was supposed to go to, catching the bus as far as the tube station and the tube as far as Ealing Broadway, then footslogging it the remaining five hundred yards or so to the designated place, which was a narrow alley between two commercial premises. The man turned and looked up at the CCTV camera, because in spite of his claims to being a professional, sometimes he can’t resist hamming it up, then blew his nose and stuffed the paper tissue into the narrow gap between a skip full of trash plasterboard and the wall. Then he walked on, quickening his step slightly, wanting to be somewhere else.


Now let’s stop calling him ‘the man’, because I find it awkward and annoying. I was on my way out, and I slowed down just a bit to let someone walk past me. I barely noticed him, because you don’t; he was a big man, broad, in a dark coat with a black bobble-hat. He was in a hurry, taking up rather more of the available space than was his due; to avoid a collision, I flattened myself somewhat against the wall, making myself smaller and narrower to accommodate him. As he passed me, he opened his right hand, and a knife slid down his sleeve into his palm. He closed his fingers round the handle, then stuck the knife in me. After that I think he kept on going; I can’t say for sure, because I wasn’t paying attention.


In case anything of the sort ever happens to you, here’s what’s likely to run through your mind.


The first, main and overriding thing will be surprise. Did that just happen, you’ll ask yourself, and only the sight of the big spreading red stain on your shirtfront will convince you that something so amazingly improbable has just taken place. Don’t worry about pain, because there won’t really be any that you’ll notice, but straight away you’ll feel weak and shivery, like a really bad cold. You’ll also be asking yourself, in a remarkably objective, dispassionate way: how bad is it? You’ll argue that you’re alive and you don’t feel all that different, so maybe it’s not so bad after all, particularly if you have reasons of your own for not wanting to explain yourself to officials, such as doctors and nurses in a hospital, or the police. How’d it be if I just went home and put a plaster on it, you say to yourself. But the huge red stain reminds you that this is probably different from all the nasty little cuts and scrapes you’ve sustained over the years. At this point, you’ll probably still be standing exactly where you were when you got hit, confused to a standstill, bewildered. And then, I’m guessing, you’ll pull out your phone and call an ambulance. I didn’t, for the reasons stated above. No, I pulled my coat tight shut, so I couldn’t see the red mess – ostrich thinking – and told myself that even when it started seeping through, it wouldn’t show on the dark coat, and if I couldn’t see it, it couldn’t really be important. Not important enough to warrant all that aggravation, anyway. Instead, I turned round and started to walk back the way I’d come, towards the tube station.


And that shows just how wrong you can be. I got about seventy-five yards, then my legs folded up and I hit the ground. It was like being drunk, except I knew I wasn’t.


The thought that I might die was now definitely inside my head, taking its seat at the committee table. To be precise, I thought: well, I might die, and that’d be a way out of this mess with no further fuss or bother. But maybe I won’t, and I’ll lie here until some bastard good Samaritan trips over me and calls for help, and I’ll wake up in hospital with curious faces peering down at me, asking who are you, what were you doing there, why would someone want to kill you, where do you live, who are you really​? Now that genuinely scared me, enough to get me back on my feet – breathing was a real nuisance at this stage, I seemed to have forgotten how to do it and had to keep reinventing the technique from first principles – and out onto the main street, where there were people and traffic.


The people, bless them, assumed I was drunk, stoned or crazy. I kept my coat tight around me. I saw a taxi and hailed it. The driver said, that’s a long way. I think he subscribed to the drunk-stoned-crazy hypothesis. I managed to get my wallet out of my coat pocket and handed him a random collection of banknotes, enough to make a papier-mâché coffee-table. On the drive home, I concentrated on keeping absolutely, perfectly still, as though if I were to move at all, I’d fall to bits all over the seat.


One loses track of time in these situations. It felt like it took me a whole day to get up the stairs and into the room, though I can’t remember anything about it apart from a general feeling of everything being far more effort than it was worth. I remember, I tried to shut the front door behind me, failed – it swung to, but the latch didn’t engage – and thought, Oh well, never mind. I fell against the door of the room and pressed down on the handle. The door opened, I stumbled in. A controlled collapse landed me in the chair. I distinctly recall thinking, as sleep rushed up all round me, that what I’d really just done was waste a magnificent opportunity, and that I was a stupid bloody fool.


 



 



MY WIFE SOLD quite a few paintings, portraits mostly, but she never got anything like the recognition she deserved. People admired her work tremendously but didn’t actually like it very much. I can understand that. I felt that way about it myself, to be honest. It was clever, witty, beautifully executed, technically accomplished and really very profound, but you wouldn’t want it on a wall, where you’d have to keep seeing it all the time. I don’t think she liked it much either – loved it but didn’t like it, like some parents and their kids – because she never hung any of it on her walls. Completed canvases were stacked neatly, painted side inwards, in the spare bedroom; the word that kept slipping into my mind was introspection, so many faces, so many brilliantly executed eyes staring into the masonry. Actually, what unnerves me about portraits is that they don’t blink. There’s a story about some Roman general who was captured and tortured to death in the desert. The nastiest thing they could think of to do to him was lie him on his back and cut off his eyelids, so that he had no option but to stare up at the cruel bright sky. A portrait does just the same, and if you turn its face to the wall – well. Asking for trouble.


Usually she worked from photographs, which she projected onto the living-room wall, which she’d painted a glaring white for that purpose. You’d come in and find the room dark except for a brilliant pool of light where she was sitting, and this stranger’s face, vastly amplified, apparently holding up one side of the building. She was deeply interested in faces; she reckoned she could read them (as the saying goes, only it barely scratches the surface) like a book. She said she could follow a person’s face the same way you follow a piece of orchestral music, picking out the various instrumental lines, soaking up information from the contours. Sometimes, for a laugh, I’d give her a picture of someone I knew and she didn’t and ask her to tell me all about them. She was actually very good at it. Not just aspects of character, which you might expect, but actual concrete data – what they did for a living, where they were from, even stuff like what’s his favourite drink or where would she like to go on holiday. Rather unnerving, sometimes. I accused her of cheating, but she just laughed. How would I know anything about your friends, she’d say, when I can’t stand any of them?


You spend too much time in here, I used to say to her, you ought to get out more. She laughed at me. I like it here, she said. One little room an everywhere – now I come to think of it, that’s where I know that quotation from. I seem to recall I just shrugged; suit yourself, so long as you’re happy. I do believe that deep down she was genuinely fond of me, insofar as she was ever fond of anybody. She told me when we first started going out together that I had a really interesting face. This came as a bit of a surprise to me, because I’ve always hated the way I look. Not handsome, she hastened to qualify, not in the least; but interesting, full of character. And quite often I’d catch sight of her gazing at me when she thought I wasn’t looking. Not that sort of gaze. More like someone taking in a landscape, figuring it out – if that’s the Blackdown Hills over there, then that over there must be Taunton. I imagine a lot of people would’ve found it irritating, but I didn’t mind at all. I didn’t feel like I was being exploited, or drained – old joke, about the man who was so greedy, when he finished reading a book, all the pages were blank. She was content to look without taking anything away. And what the hell; I’d never been interesting to anyone before.


 



 



I WOKE UP in the room with a dark red shirt front just starting to go stiff, feeling a bit cold and a bit hungry. My first thought was, am I dead? I didn’t think so, but how the hell would you know?


A few simple tests proved to my satisfaction that I could still feel a pinch on the back of my hand, and I could lift small objects. Cool. I unbuttoned my shirt – difficult, because the blood had soaked into the fibres; blood contains collagen, which is the basis of a wide variety of commonly-used glues – and peered at my skin. There was a big crusty scab, and the area around it was slightly pink, suggesting a very mild inflammation. The thing of it was, as a rule I don’t heal quickly. The scab looked about ten days old. Generally, I felt fine.


Thank you, room, I said. My instinct had proved well-founded; get back to the room, at all costs, it’ll look after you, better than any damnfool hospital. As an afterthought, I glanced in the mirror. I was me again. I considered the hypothesis that he’d died, but at the moment of his death he sort of sloughed off, like a snakeskin, leaving me more or less pristine underneath. A bit far-fetched, I decided, and anyhow, I’m not obliged to submit scientific research papers on every aspect and incident of my life. Screw it, I thought. Rather more interesting was why someone had deliberately tried to kill me.


Ah well, good question. Maybe he simply didn’t like my face.


Perfectly understandable if he didn’t. I don’t either. But as I weighed that one on the balance of probabilities, I decided to reject it. Not that sort of attack; too slick and sly for a random crazy man, though what do I know about the moduses operandi of crazy people? Even so. The evidence seemed to suggest that it had been a specific attempt to get rid of me, me personally, him personally – entirely plausible, from what I’d managed to gather about him, he did seem to be the sort of man other people might be glad to see the back of. If so, that raised the interesting question of how the assassin knew he’d, I’d, we’d be there at that time in that place. Ruling out an incredibly lucky guess, it had to be because someone had told him I’d be there.


Objections. He could have been tracking his victim and followed him there. No, on two counts. One, he came from the opposite direction, not behind. Two, I wasn’t that man, therefore how would he have known to follow me?


So; some evil person had told him I’d be at place X at time Y. Except, of course, that that made no sense. I was there, but he wasn’t. An alibi job, remember? The whole point was, at that time, he was somewhere very much else, probably up to no good whatsoever. Meanwhile, the only people who knew I’d be at place X at time Y were me, my agent, and the man himself and/or his people, who’d set up the alibi –


Revised hypothesis: it wasn’t him that someone wanted killed. It was me. Real me.


But that’s silly; I have no enemies, just as I have no friends. It must take an awful lot of time, money and aggravation to arrange to have someone killed; try as I might, I couldn’t think of anybody who might find me that interesting –


Find me that much of a threat, or hate me to such an extent. Therefore it made no sense. All right, here’s a remote possibility. Some of the people I work for entrust me with confidential secrets, if only by implication. All alibi work, for example, implies that I know the alibi is false. I could just conceivably go to the authorities and say, he wasn’t there at that time, it was me, pretending. Only, who’d believe me? How did you do it? I shape-shifted. Besides, there’s also the corroboration of the DNA evidence. Consequently, I’m no threat to anyone (that’s a major plank of my business pitch, of course); consequently, why court disaster by plotting to have me killed, when there’s absolutely no need?


 



 



WHEN IT WAS unavoidably clear that she wasn’t coming back, I redecorated. In particular, I slapped three coats of mustard yellow emulsion on her plain white wall, the one she used as a screen for her projections.


She wouldn’t have cared for mustard yellow, not one bit. Maybe I did it to spite her, for not being there any more. She always was incredibly particular about colour. I never knew anybody who could obsess like her over delicately differentiated shades of nearly-white. Magnolia, barleycorn, apricot, buttermilk – for crying out loud, I’d tell her, there’s white and there’s off-white, and that’s it. She laughed, of course.


I also papered the bedroom with good old-fashioned woodchip (I can’t hang patterns to save my life) and got rid of twelve black plastic bags full of scatter cushions; that was as far as I could bring myself to go, in terms of erasing her identity from my environment. Some people are easy to wipe off the walls and scrub out of the carpet; others linger, no matter what you do. I actually considered moving – I hadn’t found out about the room at that point, of course – but I couldn’t bring myself to do that. Besides (the excuse I made to myself?) there would have been all sorts of legal complications, since we were joint owners; I’d have needed her signature on the transfer paperwork, or else I’d have had to prove her legally dead, which of course I couldn’t do. So I contented myself with a little token vandalism, and left it at that.


What to do, meanwhile, with all the damn paintings? The simple truth was that I couldn’t bear to touch them, let alone move them, throw them out, give them away. I left them, faces still to the wall, and turned the key on the spare bedroom. I never have guests anyhow, so what did it matter? A case of accessing my inner Miss Haversham. The hell with it.


 



 



NEEDLESS TO SAY, I phoned my agent.


“No,” she said, “you’re wrong. You must be.”


She says things like that. “I don’t think so,” I said. “I was there. I saw everything. This man tried to kill me.”


“No,” she repeated. “No, either it was an accident or he was some kind of lunatic. You probably don’t remember it clearly. Fair enough. It must have been an awful shock.”


There is absolutely no point in losing my temper with her, just as there’s no point spitting at the incoming tide. “Trust me,” I said. “I was perfectly lucid and aware throughout the whole experience, and I remember it all with perfect clarity. He pushed past me and stuck me with a knife.”


“Impossible,” she said, so decisively that I was sorely tempted to agree with her. “For one thing, you’d be dead by now. Or in intensive care, at the very least.”


Here I was on shakier ground. “Miraculously it was just a flesh wound,” I said. “But that doesn’t alter the fact –”


“Are you sure he wasn’t wearing a spiky belt-buckle or something like that? You can get a nasty graze that way.”


I gave up. “Did we get the money?”


“Of course.” She sounded deeply wounded. “It’ll be in your bank Monday. Why? You’re not broke again already, are you?”


I didn’t hear that, did I? “I’m taking the next two weeks off,” I told her, “so don’t book me in for anything, all right?”


“Two weeks? What’s the matter with you? Are you ill?”


“I need a rest.”


“Don’t be so bloody ridiculous.” That’s her, all over. “You don’t need a rest, you hardly do anything at all. What do you need a rest for?”


True, she gets fifteen per cent; and fifteen per cent of what I can earn in a good fortnight is not to be sneezed at. Even so. “Two weeks,” I said. “I haven’t had a break in five years. I think I’m entitled.”


Brief silence. Then, “What the hell will you find to do with yourself for two weeks? You’ll be bored stiff.”


“Listen,” I said. “I’ve just had a near-death experience. My nerves are totally shot. Two weeks minimum, and then I may consider going back to work at some point in the future. And that’s final. Do you understand me?”


“Ten days.”


“Fine.”


You have to be firm with her, the way an old, rotten gate is firm with two tons of angry bull.


 



 



YOU CAN BE, my father told me once, whatever you want to be. Which was a laugh, coming from him.


When he was fifteen, he did something really clever. He disproved a famous mathematical theorem. It was so famous that they taught it in schools; not quite as famous as the square on the hypotenuse, but definitely an A-lister. For homework one day, he was told to prove the theorem, meaning redo all the sums, recreate the experiment, if you arrive at the universally accepted answer, you get full marks. Well, he did that. Then, being a methodical sort of person, he went back over it and did it again, just to make sure. This time, the answer came out wrong. So he did it a third time, and a fourth, fifth, sixth, until he realised, was left with no choice but to accept, that he’d made the mistake the first time, and attempts two through six were the valid ones.


So he handed in his homework – version one – and he paperclipped a fair copy of version two to his exercise book, with a request to have explained to him where he’d gone wrong. As luck would have it, his teacher was a fair-minded man, a genuine enthusiast for his subject. He also had various friends, rather more brilliant than he was, at several leading universities. The teacher was wise enough not to tell them, when he sent them the calculations, that they were the work of a fifteen year old kid. The friends passed them on to their friends, who passed them on to the editors of a leading journal. By the time my father’s age and identity leaked out, there was a copy of his work on the desk of the chairman of the Nobel judges.


He didn’t win – not that time – but he was published, and catapulted straight from school into a scholarship at Cambridge; Reading snapped him up as soon as he graduated, and that was more or less that. The question what do you want to do when you grow up was never asked or answered; engine driver, fighter pilot, professional backgammon player, chartered surveyor – there was never any question in anyone’s mind. This kid is going to be a professor of advanced pure mathematics. He could do it, therefore he was going to do it. Straightforward as that.


Now my father probably could have been anything he wanted. He was smart, I think we’ve established that; also, he was a big, tall man, strong as an ox, very practical, mechanically minded, good with his hands – never paid a penny to a garage, always fixed his own car; played the harpsichord to concert standard; spoke five languages fluently, three others well enough to get by; followed both horse-racing and the stock market, purely out of academic interest, kept notebooks recording notional bets and investments, whereby he could prove that if he’d gambled a trivial sum when he was thirty, he’d have been a multi-millionaire at thirty-five (but he never placed a bet or bought a share, ever). Loved amateur dramatics, got offered a part in a film once, by a friend of a friend who was in pictures. I have no doubt that if he’d done it, he’d have been a star. And another friend of his kept asking his advice about this idiotic scheme for a business venture, was still asking for and following my dad’s advice when the business was quoted on the New York Stock Exchange. And all this time, what did he do? He did maths and taught adolescents, and made just enough money so that money was never a terribly serious problem.


Actually, he did more than that. For twenty years, he worked on a theorem of his own, and proved it, and that’s when he got to shake the hand of the King of Norway. I think it was all he’d ever wanted, and I was so proud of him that day. Three years later, some bastard student in India disproved it; shot it down in flames, the way Dad had done to some other poor devil forty years earlier. And Dad, not the mildest of men and blessed with something of a temper, took it on the chin, meek as a lamb to the slaughter, because the Indian was right. I remember saying to him: what’s that got to do with anything? And he just looked at me, and I knew I was of no further use or interest to him.


 



 



SO, TEN DAYS. Three more than God needed to create Heaven and Earth.


Never believe anything, my father used to tell me. Accept the truth of something only when you have absolutely no choice, because the evidence is so overwhelming that it’d be ridiculously perverse to interpret it in any other way. But nobody ever stabbed him in an alleyway, or if they did he neglected to mention it to me.


Briefly, only for a bare instant, I toyed with the idea of a holiday; travel, distance, going a long way away. Instead, I decided to press ahead with my plans for redecorating. I bought woodchip, emulsion, undercoat and white gloss for the woodwork, polyfilla for the windowframes and any cracks that might come to light in the plasterwork, and four of those wonderfully ingenious foam paint pads. They have a socket on the back so you can stick in a broomhandle and paint ceilings without pratting about on ladders. A wonderful idea, and so simple.


The smell of paint turns me up. From time to time this caused problems, between me and my wife. The house reeked of thinners. I swear, it must’ve soaked into the plaster (porous, so they tell me) because every now and then I catch a lungful of it, and I start coughing and have to swallow repeatedly to keep from throwing up. I’m hopeless with names, but I never forget faces or smells.


Emulsion, however, isn’t nearly as bad, though I don’t like it much. I did the ceilings first, mostly for the fun of sticking a broomhandle in the little socket, also because I wouldn’t have to move any furniture, or touch the paintings. You’re supposed to put down old sheets to stop drips on the carpets, but I looked and we didn’t, I didn’t have any old sheets. So I used new sheets instead, and they seemed to work just as well. I got a bit light-headed from all the staring upwards, a thing I don’t do very much in everyday life, and a definite crick in the neck, and when I thought I’d finished I realised that I’d missed lots of patches. You only notice when you move position and the angle of the light changes, and there are bits that don’t gleam.


A couple of hours of that, and I decided I’d done enough to be going on with. That brought me to a disconcerting full stop. Let me explain. Ever since she left and I found out about the room and became a shape-shifter, I’d been busy, all the time – as I’d told my agent, never a break or a day off in five years. She kept getting me work, you see, one job treading on the previous job’s heel, all that lovely money, deeply ingrained vestiges of the Protestant work ethic, though my parents were both atheists and I’ve never given the matter a moment’s thought. So either I was getting ready for a job, doing a job or coming down after a job, brittle and shaking and needing all my reserves of strength and energy to do the simplest things, like boil a kettle without scalding myself to death. Accordingly, come half past nine in the morning and nothing I had to do, I was at a dead loss, a ship stranded half a mile up the beach, a whale out of water. What do people do? Read a book? I have many fine books, but I read between 10pm and midnight. More decorating? I’d stopped doing that because I was tired out. When I get back from a job, mostly I sit in the room and stare at the walls for a long time, as though I’d just run ten miles.


I found myself in the room, though I don’t remember going there. I sat and looked at the wall, though fully aware that I’d done nothing to earn the privilege. What on earth had possessed me to demand a holiday? No idea. A vague suspicion that it had had something to do with being stabbed, though it’d be hard to construct a logical connection between the two. A holiday, for crying out loud. What next? A pension scheme? A health plan?


My father’s genius theory was all to do with space. Not the black stuff between the stars, or not that kind of space exclusively; it was vaguer than that, but utterly precise, being made up mostly of equations (there’s no scope for vagueness in algebra). Towards the end of his life, after it had been disproved, he liked to refer to it as his TARDIS theory, because it was all to do with the boundaries between insides and outsides. He believed, was convinced that between the inside of a three-dimensional shape and the outside, there was a third space – cavity wall geometry, he called it – and that that space was neither the objective looking down, so to speak, or the subjective looking up (assuming that the boundary in question is a roof or ceiling, the outsider’s roof being by definition the insider’s ceiling) but another kind of space, defined and controlled by a geometry very similar but subtly and crucially different from the usual default system; like doing a page of sums thinking they’re in base ten, when in fact they’re in base eight.


Indeed. I couldn’t make head or tail of it either, and if you didn’t know my father you’d assume he’d been drinking. But he had pages and pages of equations, and when he ran out of paper or got particularly enthused he’d start writing his calculations on the walls, which got us in all sorts of trouble with landlords over the years. He said writing on the wall was a sort of poetic-ironic statement, that his theory could only be properly expressed if written on a wall, on both sides of a wall simultaneously, and on the insides as well... Then he’d start on about the two sides of a coin, how something must be either one thing or another, but what about those occasions when the coin comes down on its rim and balances, like the crucial moment in Stoppard’s Rosencrantz and Guildenstern? Usually by that point I’d given up and was thinking about something else; but I did read the play, the day after his funeral, and I think I can see a bit of what he meant. Another quotation he was always coming out with was, “‘The earth hath bubbles as the water hath, and these are of them’”, which I think is from Macbeth; in which case it’s something to do with witches and the supernatural. He told me once, “Another thing my theory explains is beauty, and why it’s only skin deep.” That struck me as extremely profound, until I thought about it.


 



 



IT TAKES ME quite a lot of effort to leave the room once I’m there, which can be awkward, since I tend to gravitate there when I’m not doing anything else in particular. That was a case in point. I’d started out full of splendid intentions, hell-bent on decorating. My resolve held good long enough to get the ceilings done, some of them, anyway. Then, without really knowing how or why, I was back in the room again. And on my day off, too.


This won’t do, I told myself. I stood up, hesitated – it was almost as though I was waiting for someone to pipe up and object, a sort of just-cause-or-impediment moment. Nobody did, of course, so I bestirred myself – splendid old word that perfectly describes what I’m like sometimes – and went out into the front room, which had been her room, where the paintings still were.


And here’s an interesting fact about carrot-flies. Devastating little buggers, so they tell me, they’ll wipe out a crop of growing carrots as effectively as locusts or nuclear war; but for all that, they can’t fly, they’re physically incapable of flying, more than three feet off the ground. Above that, presumably, altitude sickness or the unbearable weight of gravity does them in; so if you want to protect your carrots from the fly (so I’m reliably informed) build a wall round the carrot patch at least three feet and one inch high.


Like me and the paintings, faces turned to the wall. They represented an absolute barrier, as far as I was concerned. I couldn’t fly over them. Which was ridiculous, really. I knew the room would never be mine until I’d painted its walls, overlaid them with a thin but complete outer skin of myself, and I couldn’t paint the walls without shifting the paintings – which were three feet one inch high, and therefore an impassable barrier, like the Maginot Line or the galactic core. Silly, I told myself. They’re not hot, they’re not heavy, quite possibly they’re not wired up to explosives. I can pick one up ever so easily – like this...


And then I felt a complete fool. I guess, rationalising, that what I’d been so pitifully scared of was the images on the obscured side, the painted surface, my wife’s work, the evidence of her existence and her very essence. But the canvas I’d picked up was blank. So, it turned out, were all the others. Blank, unused.


I know nothing about the painter’s craft, so I don’t know why you’d carefully stack your spare canvases against the wall. Isn’t there some process called sizing, where you slap on some sort of invisible undercoat – I think it’s made out of boiled-up rabbit skins, which strikes me as grotesque – for the actual paint to grip on, or something? Maybe she’d sized all those canvases ready for use, never got to use them. In which case, where were all the finished paintings? Presumably she’d sold them after all. Ashamed to admit, if she had, there was no reason to assume I’d have heard or known about it. When I was home and she was working, I’d go and bury myself in the room, for fear of getting under her feet.


In any event; shameful though my ignorance and the fear it had engendered undoubtedly were, there was now no reason why I shouldn’t stack up all those blank canvases neatly in a corner and proceed at once with Operation Decor. So that’s what I did for the next three days, pretty well non-stop and round the clock. It’s amazing how much you can get done, once you set your mind to it.


 



 



I PAINTED TO Bruckner symphonies and Die Frau Ohne Schatten, but I wasn’t really listening. My mind kept gnawing away at the big unsolved mystery: why had someone stabbed me? Was it me he’d been trying to kill, or the other man? Was he liable to do it again?


The more I worried at the problem, the more work-hardened and intractable it became. I achieved no new insights beyond the paradoxes I’ve already mentioned. I spawned a few hypotheses, but demolished them as thoroughly as a mathematician exploding a false premise. All I got out of it was a fine foamy lather of anxiety, together with a reinforced conviction that something was badly wrong, and I’d be a fool to resume my everyday life without sorting it out, which apparently I was incapable of doing.


Even the longest river (another of Dad’s quotations) winds safe at last to sea; eventually, even Bruckner shuts up, and there’s no more walls left to paint. I can picture myself at the moment of culmination, laying down my brush and looking round to see nothing but gleaming surfaces, uniform, pristine and wet, which meant I couldn’t interact with any plane in my dwelling except the floor until everything had dried off. Also, the air was foul with volatile solvents, so that I could scarcely breathe. A wise man would’ve gone out. I went into the room.


Forget to mention, I decided against redecorating in there. After all, it didn’t need it.


Hungry; I ate the other half of a sandwich I’d started earlier. I turned on the computer and checked my bank balance, which was grating against the red line like a loose exhaust. I played a dozen games of Tetris, turned it off and read a book, a history of the founding of the state of Texas for the general, non-scholarly reader.


I don’t do well when I’m not working. I can’t seem to switch off.


 



 



I FIRST MET her at a tax planning seminar. Back then she had no idea about being an artist full-time, it was just a hobby, the thought that she could actually make a living at it had never crossed her mind. I decided that encouraging her to fulfil her dreams would be a useful and productive step in the chatting-up process, so I told her what my father had told me. You can be anything you want to be. She smiled. I want to be a junior partner before I’m thirty, she told me.


We moved in together about three months after that; and if ever I’m to be remembered for my own indisputable theorem or law of nature, it’s this: two accountants should never occupy the same dwelling. It’s too dangerous. It leads to a catastrophic build-up of prosaicity or mundanity particles, which once it reaches a critical mass – I shall insist that the Law be named after me, but she was really the one who discovered it. Hence her ultimatum: either she’d quit the day job or move out. I begged and pleaded with her to stay. I was pathetic. I cried. I think that shocked her somewhat. She handed in her notice and started painting.


She confessed to me once, when it was too late for it to matter very much, that one of the main things she’d liked about me, when we first got together, was the fact that my father had been a Nobel laureate. She kept asking me about him, and I was too polite to tell her that I really didn’t like talking about him. She found a photo of him on the Internet (why don’t you have any photos of your parents, she often used to ask; I said that we’d moved around a lot, and things get lost in transit) and said what an interesting face he had, and didn’t notice when I didn’t reply. When she got her projector, she shone this photo on our wall, ten times life size, and set about painting him. Probably it was one of the best things she ever did, technically accomplished and (considered as a piece of art) very good indeed. While it was drying and she was out one day, it met with a freak accident. A bookshelf collapsed, and a brass carriage clock that had belonged to her grandfather flew off and tore a big jagged hole in the canvas. She believed that, which shows how little she understood about trajectories and basic ballistics.


 



 



WATCHING PAINT DRY is an underrated pastime, but eventually you’ve had enough. I rang my agent.


“Talk of the devil,” she said cheerfully.


“I’m still on holiday,” I said reflexively. I had of course called to beg her to find me some work, but there was no need to surrender my hard-won time straight away. Some concessions first, if you please.


“Tomorrow afternoon,” she went on, plainly not having heard me; a bad line, presumably. “Nice little job, something a bit different. You’ll enjoy it.”


“I’m not calling,” I told her firmly, “about work. I was thinking. About getting stabbed the other day.”


“You really don’t want to dwell on that,” she said. “You’ll make yourself paranoid. More so than you already are.”


“I am not paranoid.”


“There, you see? You take every little thing as an accusation. Now, all you’ve got to do –”


“I was thinking,” I said, slowly and loudly, “about who knew I was likely to be there. As I see it, there was you and me, the customer and whoever set up the job and contacted you. I’m assuming the customer didn’t contact you direct.”


“What? Sorry, I was miles away.”


“Did he or didn’t he?”


“I don’t know, do I? He was just a voice on the other end of the phone. Oddly enough, I don’t ask these people a lot of searching questions. I fancy they might not like it.”


“Would you recognise the voice if you heard it again?”


“I have absolutely no idea. Why?”


“I could turn back into him and call you. Then we’d know if he contacted you direct.”


“Yes, I suppose you could, but what exactly would that achieve? Listen, I know you had some sort of bad experience and it’s upset you, but there comes a point when you need to pull your socks up, get a grip and start earning some money. Now, this job I’ve lined up for you. Are you listening?”


“Or else,” I said, “you could call whoever it was you spoke to. Warn him. Some bastard tried to kill your man, that sort of thing. Really, we’ve got a duty to let them know. He might be in danger. His death could be on our conscience.”


“Oh come on,” she said wearily. “Do you really think I keep stuff like that? Customers’ numbers, that sort of thing? The moment the job’s over they go in the shredder. Client confidentiality. Data protection.”


“I don’t believe that,” I said.


Long, icy silence. “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,” she said. “Because if I did hear what you just didn’t say, it could seriously damage our professional relationship. I would never ever lie to you. If that’s not absolutely understood, maybe we should call it a day.”


I felt stupid, and ashamed of myself. “Just as well I didn’t say it, then. You mentioned something about a job.”


 



 



WE GO BACK a long way, my agent and I. Of course I’ve never met her, just talked to her practically every day on the phone. Sometimes I think it’d be nice to meet up, put a face to the voice. But I can see all sorts of good, valid professional reasons why not, and she’s never suggested it, and I don’t want to offend or disturb her by mentioning it myself. So, although she’s my principal human contact and the closest thing I’ve got to a friend (not very close, at that) I don’t know how old she is, whether she’s married or single, where she lives, anything personal. She’s got a sort of drama school voice, so I’ve got no idea where she’s originally from. I have an idea she’s fond of apples and red wine, but don’t ask me how I know that, if it’s even true; something she may have said at some point, some passing remark which I may well have misinterpreted. She knows a fair amount about late nineteenth century French music, but I know for a fact she’s never read The Wind In The Willows. Whether I like her or not is an issue I’ve never addressed, for fear of reaching a decision.


 



 



IT WAS ABOUT a week after my wife left me that – here I go again, messing up the narrative structure. My father had the same problem. Don’t think that just because he was a mathematician, he didn’t have this sort of problem. More or less the hardest part of a story to get right, he used to say, is the beginning, matched in difficulty only by the middle and the end. That was what was holding him back, he claimed, in his research. He could never figure out where to start. Every narrative, after all, whether it’s prose, epic poetry in iambic pentameters or a string of equations, has to set off from somewhere if it’s ever going to arrive.


The hell with it. It was about a week after my wife left me, and I was sitting in the room. As I recall, I went to pieces quite slowly, gradually and following a linear progression. On day one and day two I’d actually gone in to work, with the polystyrene people; I hadn’t actually grasped what had happened at that stage, and still fondly believed that a resumption of normality was possible. On day three I stayed home but called in sick. Days four, five, six and seven (and on the seventh day he created a new heaven and a new earth, one little room an everywhere) I spent mostly just sitting in the room, not even thinking. I just sort of existed, and the world around me was without form and void. I vaguely recall that for a while the telephone would ring (I sat listening to it as if it was a piece of music; a bit dull and repetitive, but still better than anything written after 1950) and then it stopped ringing, so whoever it was had given up on me, which was really just common sense.


At that time there was no mirror in the room. I didn’t need one. After all, I’d always known what I look like and didn’t really see any need to be reminded. Part of my routine during the seven days of creation was to switch the computer on every three hours, to check the news on the BBC website, which I hate and distrust, but there’s no special merit in being told bad news by a friend. I’m guessing that on day seven I neglected to switch it off again. I was neglecting pretty much everything by that stage, including food and drink and, I’m ashamed to say, geographic relocation in connection with basic bodily functions. But around day seven, my chin started to itch, and that annoyed me, and I really couldn’t stand being annoyed. If need had been, I think I’d have cut my head off to stop that itch, but as it turned out I didn’t have to go to any such extreme. I knew from experience that if I shaved, the itch (caused by seven days growth of stubble; a coincidence that it carries on growing after you’re dead? I don’t think so) would go away.


But I had no razor in the room, and no mirror, and the thought of getting up and actually leaving the room was frankly laughable. I remembered that I was a human being, resourceful and adaptable, Homo Faber, man the tool-maker. I looked around for something to improvise with.


I found a penknife, which I didn’t remember ever acquiring or owning. It was too blunt to shave with, but I stropped it up real good on the rim of a glass and the sole of a shoe, until it sliced hairs off the back of my hand with perfect ease. I tried shaving blind, gave it up almost immediately, when I nicked myself and my hand came up all over blood. So I needed a mirror. I have a cheap webcam thing, it came with the PC, I’d never used it, but I rigged it up and balanced it precariously on the top of the monitor. My face appeared on the screen.


A face, at any rate. I hadn’t realised the extent to which I’d let myself go, and it shocked me rather. I was this hairy, sunken-eyed mess. If I hadn’t known it was me, I wouldn’t have recognised him.


Hint for you. If you ever need to shave dry, use spit as a lube. It works surprisingly well.


So I shaved; and it sounds silly, but after such a long time sitting still, not eating, the effort wore me out and I nodded off. I hadn’t slept so you’d notice for the last week. I had a dream.


 



 



I DON’T REMEMBER my dreams. I wake up conscious of having been part of a vivid and complex narrative, but I can’t recall a damn thing about it. I guess that’s what Alzheimer’s must feel like, and I hope to God I never get it. This dream, however, I remember very well to this day, so maybe it wasn’t a dream at all.


I was in the room, but it was much bigger, huge. It was a portrait gallery, such as you might find in a stately home. It was very long (in at least two directions, cruciform or star-shaped) and the walls were covered in pictures, all of them faces, painted by my wife. There were hundreds of them, thousands, and the man I was talking to said that the stuff on display was only a fraction of what they had in store, but wall-space was limited and so they’d chosen the most representative examples of the various phases of her career. We walked up and down, admiring the pictures, and I expressed mild disappointment that there wasn’t one of me. She’d seen fit to paint every other man on the planet (no women) but not her own husband, who she professed to care for.


The man I was talking to was highly amused by that. “She couldn’t paint you,” he said, “obviously.” It wasn’t obvious to me at all, but I let it ride, not wishing to show my ignorance.


“You’ll notice,” he said, “that none of these paintings is on canvas.”


That was silly, because she always painted on canvas. She sized them and left them to dry or cure or whatever the word is, stacked face-inwards against the walls, and then she painted on them. I pointed this out. He didn’t contradict me, but pointed; and I saw that the frames were in fact glued directly to the plaster, and the paintings were on the wall itself.


“We call it fresco,” he explained, “painting direct onto fresh plaster. It’s a very old technique. The earliest frescoes were found in the palace of Cnossus, in Crete, about 2000 BC.”


“I know,” I told him.


“Of course. They’d been painted over, of course, which preserved them, ironically. Some fool with the urge to redecorate.”


That made me laugh. “Who are all these people?” I asked him.


He gave me a look that suggested that I’d asked a very odd question. “That depends,” he said.


He was starting to annoy me, like the seven-day beard. “There ought to be names under the pictures,” I said. “I mean, what’s the good of a portrait if you don’t know who it’s meant to be?”


I was annoying him, too. “Just who the hell do you think you are?” he said, and I woke up.


 



 



AND AS SOON as I opened my eyes, I knew.


I knew also that it was possible to know, if you follow me, because that’s exactly what happened to my father. He told me about it; the day, the split second when his theory suddenly exploded into being in his mind; the Big Bang, he called it, the instant of creation. Suddenly, he said, there was this fact, this chunk of knowledge, in his head, that hadn’t been there before. He knew the truth, about insides, outsides and the third space in the middle. Which wasn’t to say that he could explain it, understand it or account for it in any way that would make anybody else accept what he was saying. He knew in the same way as St Paul knew about God on the road to Damascus. He believed. Everything that came after that was him trying to figure out why he believed, and it took him twenty years. But his faith never wavered, until that damned Indian came along.


So, I knew. I believed. I believed that the room had some inexplicable virtue or power. Inside the room I could be, as Dad always maintained, anyone I wanted to be. I could, in other words, shape-shift at will.


It would be the room doing it, though I had reason to believe that the transformation would hold good even outside the room, in the elsewhere beyond everywhere (because one little room is also everywhere; see above, passim) – in which case this effect might be of practical and even commercial use, rather than just a metaphysical curiosity.


I knew all this without knowing how or why, but that was all right, I knew, because great scientific discoveries start off that way. Accordingly I wasn’t particularly fussed about knowing the how or why. I think that from time to time a great fundamental truth of this sort reveals itself to someone who isn’t a Newton or an Einstein, someone who’s too thick or idle to do all the twenty years’ hard figuring it all out, and who therefore just accepts and moves on. When you know something, why argue? It’s like arguing with the fact that the Earth moves round the Sun. It just does.


Ah, belief. Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed. Needless to say, I had to try it out straight away. I thought of somebody at random, the first face that came into my head, the man who kept the newsagents on the corner of the street. I looked into the computer, but it had blown a fuse or gone to sleep, so I left the room – it felt quite easy and natural – and went into the hall and looked in the mirror. The face that looked back at me was not mine.


I was feeling light-headed, exhilarated, and ridiculously cheerful. I ran down the stairs out into the street, and as luck would have it, met the postman. Ideal. He would know.


“Excuse me,” I asked him. “I seem to have lost my memory. Can you tell me who I am?”


He looked at me. “You’re Mr Patel from the shop,” he said. “Are you feeling all right?”


I gave him the biggest grin ever. “Of course,” I said. “It’s all come back to me now. Thank you ever so much.”


Then felt I like some watcher of the skies, when some new planet swims into his ken. Another one of Dad’s, and I could see why he was so fond of it. That moment of discovery, of knowing and believing; like that moment when you say for the first time, I love you, and she says for the first time, I love you too. Ridiculously elated and over the moon, bathed in sunshine, everything bright and crisp and perfectly clear, as you feel when you put on your first pair of reading glasses. I can shape-shift. It’s possible, and I can do it. How amazing is that?


 



 



IT WOULD BE the room doing it. Rather like the small print at the foot of the otherwise blank sheet of paper signed by Faust; terms and conditions apply.


 



 



THE JOB SOUNDED distinctly weird, but then again, describe a normal-sounding job that involves shape-shifting. At least it wasn’t overtly criminal and didn’t seem to have anything to do with tax.


Customer’s husband, my agent told me, had recently died, and she wanted a picture of him. But she was one of those damned picky people (and stupidly rich) so the picture had to be a portrait by Humphries, nobody else would possibly do, and Humphries doesn’t work from photographs, it has to be from life, from the actual person sitting in a chair in the studio. Alarm bells were ringing at this point, but then my agent quoted a certain sum of money, and I let them ring, like the telephone when you’re not in the mood to talk to anyone.


Humphries needed a live Mr X, but Mr X was dead. What to do? Answer: look in the Yellow Pages under S. Or contact my agent, who’ll pass the message on. Less fifteen per cent.


Humphries turned out to be female, a stout young woman who worked in a converted warehouse beside the river. I’d omitted to ask my agent whether she knew that I was actually dead, or whether she thought she was dealing with the real thing. I decided I wouldn’t raise the issue unless she did, and she didn’t. In fact, she seemed completely uninterested in me, except as a three-dimensional object. Sit there, don’t move, left a bit, no, I said left, there, hold it. Didn’t even offer me a coffee. No idea how much she was charging. I don’t actually like her stuff myself. Very clever, but no feeling, in my opinion.


But she’d done film stars and Booker prize winners and the crown prince of Spain and the Pope, and it wasn’t my money, so I did as I was told and stayed put while she looked at me for rather a long time. Then she said, “This is going to be very difficult.”


What exactly are you supposed to say to that? I went with, “I’m sorry.”


“Not your fault. I just can’t seem to see you, that’s all.”


Long silence, the sort where you end up feeling you’ve got to say something or you’ll die. “A girl I knew once” – I’d nearly said my wife – “was a portrait painter.”


“Is that right.”


“She never painted me, though.”


“I’m not surprised.” She took a step back and sort of looked through me. “It’s no good,” she said. “I don’t think I can do this.”


“What’s the matter?”


“I don’t know.” She pulled an angry, sad face. “I don’t think I’ve ever had this problem before,” she said. “God knows, I’ve done murderers and investment bankers and Columbian drug barons and footballers. But I can’t seem to see you.”


“You said that before. What does it mean?”


“I don’t know,” she said irritably. “It’s just – well, I can’t make out a line. Like trying to draw mist.”


Not my problem. But there was the embarrassment factor, not to mention the risk that I wouldn’t get paid. “Give it a go,” I said. “Paint what you see.”


“I can’t see anything.” She sighed. “Look, I can’t explain, I’ll have to draw it.”


She grabbed a block of paper and a stick of charcoal and did some quick sketching. Then she showed me what she’d done. “You see?” she said. “It doesn’t look anything like you. But it’s what I see.”


She was wrong there, of course. It looked just like me. That was the point. In fact, it was a really good likeness, though I fancy she hadn’t quite caught the eyes. My wife always used to say I had difficult eyes.


“I think I can see what you’re getting at,” I said.


“Let’s just forget the whole thing,” she said. “Sorry, but it just isn’t going to work out. I look at you, but –”


“No harm done,” I said quickly. I reached up and took the drawing from her. Evidence, potentially. “Actually, I rather like this,” I said, “whoever he is. Can I buy it from you?”


She shrugged. “Keep it, I don’t want it,” she said, which was just as well, since I couldn’t have paid for it, not with one of his cheques, since he was dead, and I didn’t have a thick roll of cash on me. “Look, I really am sorry about this, it’s very unprofessional. You won’t tell anyone, will you?”


“Not a problem,” I said firmly, lying. It was going to be a hell of a problem as soon as my agent heard about it. She dearly loves her fifteen per cent, so I’d have to smooth her ruffled feathers by making it up to her out of my own money, and there wasn’t very much of that at the moment.


She was looking at the sketch. “It’s an interesting face,” she said.


“That’s what –” Not my wife. “That’s what the girl I used to know said. When she wanted to draw someone.”


“Quite.” She took another look at the sketch. “Still. To coin a phrase, no oil painting.”


 



 



TERMS AND CONDITIONS apply. I cast a reflection in mirrors, which properly speaking I have no right to expect, and I show up in photographs. But not, apparently, portraits by incredibly talented artists.


I took the sketch home and put it in the room, on the table beside the computer. The next day, of course, the paper was blank. Ah well.


 



 



“I TOLD HER, we don’t do refunds, we’re not Marks and bloody Sparks. I said, you carried out your end of the bargain, you went there, as him, you were perfect. If the stupid woman couldn’t paint you, that’s her problem.”


“You said that to a grieving widow.”


“You should’ve heard what she said to me.”


My agent is nothing if not robust when it comes to money and customer satisfaction. “So we got paid,” I said.


“Of course. I do actually look out for your interests, you know.”


I was ashamed of myself, but I did need the money rather badly at that moment. “I never doubted you for a moment,” I said. “Thank you.”


“Oh, that’s all right. Anyhow, let’s hope the next job won’t be such a bitch.”


The next job. I felt tired. “Not another alibi,” I said. “I don’t want to do that sort of thing any more.”


“You always say that.”


“Yes, but this time I mean it. I don’t want to do any sort of work where I’m liable to end up killed. What we need is a better class of customer altogether.”


Sigh. “Well, you needn’t have any worries on that score with this one. It’s about as edgy as tea in the vicarage garden.”


“Good,” I said. “Well?”


 



 



I’M NOT ENTIRELY sure how I came to have an agent. She called me one day, out of the blue.


“Hi,” she said. “Is Roxy there, please?”


That was a shock, because I didn’t know anybody else called my wife that, apart from me. I wouldn’t have thought so, because it always used to annoy her when I did it, until she got used to it.


“I’m afraid not,” I said, and before I could start explaining, she interrupted. Typical, as I would come to discover.


“Ah well. Can you pass on a message, please? It’s Ginger. Tell her I can’t make the seventeenth, OK?”


My wife had never mentioned anybody called Ginger, but maybe she’d talked about her using her real name. Besides, I knew very little about her friends. Either I didn’t like them or they didn’t like me. I was tempted to agree and put the phone down, because I really didn’t want to have to explain, but doing that could have been interpreted as weird or suspicious rather than just idle and antisocial. “I can’t do that,” I said.


“What?”


I explained. It didn’t come out well. It was the first time I’d tried to put what had happened into words, and I hadn’t yet found any suitable phrases or formulas. I think I made it sound like she’d emigrated, or died, or got lost in the post, or she was away for a week, or she’d turned out to be a figment of my imagination. Remarkably, codename-Ginger seemed to get the gist of it. There was a long silence, and then she said, “I’m so sorry.”


What for? Not her fault. “That’s OK,” I said, a stupid remark if ever there was one, as it plainly wasn’t. I compounded it by saying, “Thank you for calling.” I have no idea what she made of that. Anyway, there was another long silence, and then she said, “There’s just one thing.”


“Yes?”


“No, forget it. This really isn’t the time.”


“No, it’s fine. What can I do for you?”


Well, there was a book. A book of paintings; I couldn’t make out whether she meant an art book, printed by a publisher, or a sketchbook of drawings and watercolours. Regardless, I promised I’d look for it and call her back.


“No, that’s fine,” she said. “I’ll call you.”


Before I could object, she’d rung off. So I went and looked, and found nothing that answered the incredibly vague description. I had other things on my mind and forgot all about it until she called again.


“I’m sorry,” I said. “I can’t seem to find it.” There was a long pause, the sort you have to fill, and I added, “If you like you can come over and look for yourself. After all, you know what you’re looking for and I don’t.”


“Oh, but I really don’t want to impose.”


“That’s fine,” I said, rather desperately. I wanted the conversation to be over and this idiotic obligation to pass from me. She said, are you sure, and I said, yes, I was sure, and she named a time later that day. I said I’d be there. Then I rang off and went back into the room; and once I was in there, I guess I must’ve lost track of time. That wouldn’t be unusual. In any event, when I came round or snapped out of it or whatever and happened to glance at my watch, I realised that it was long after the dratted woman was supposed to come round. I hadn’t heard a doorbell or a phone. I shuffled out of the room, and found a sheet of paper propped up against a vase of wilted flowers.


I called, she’d written, but you were out. The door was open so I let myself in. I found the book; thanks. And if there’s anything I can do, call me. And next to the note was a business card: Fidelity Arrangement Services, and the address of a website.


When or why I called up the website I don’t know, but it was weird enough to lodge in my mind; we can arrange practically anything without undue fuss or hassle. We don’t freak out easily, so if you have an insoluble problem or an impossible job or you want something that defies the laws of morality and physics, ask us. You’d be amazed et cetera.


We don’t freak out easily; well, then. When I knew I was a shape-shifter, I called her up and told her.


I’d expected a long silence. And then she said, “Are you sure?”


“Yes.”


Another very long pause. “Normally I’d assume you’re crazy, only Roxie always said how prosaic and down to earth you are, not to mention your Dad being a Nobel physicist.”


“Mathematician.”


“Well, there you are. Tell you what. Prove it and I might be able to put some work your way.”


I hadn’t been expecting that. “Prove it how?”


“Let me think. All right, here goes. I’ll mail you a photograph, and a time and a place. Be there, as the man in the picture. If you convince me, we’re in business. How does that sound?”


The envelope arrived by special delivery the next morning, addressed to Messrs Scanlon and James, solicitors. The man in the picture was just a man, the essence of nondescript; I guess she chose him because nondescript is the hardest kind to portray by disguises and makeup. The place was some bar, that same day, noon. I went there, hung around for half an hour; nobody spoke to me and I don’t think I saw a woman of any description. I gave up and came home. I was barely through the door when the phone rang.


“I’ve got a job for you,” she said.


 



 



“WELL?” I SAID.


“It’s a piece of cake, really,” she said, in that buzzing voice that makes my teeth ache. “All you’ve got to do is –”


 



 



ON THE TRAIN I fell asleep and had a dream. I don’t remember dreams, as I think I’ve mentioned, but I can remember this one. In it, I had captured my deadly enemy, and I tortured him to death. I had unlimited resources and full legal sanction. I wanted him to die, but only eventually, after I’d made him pay me back for everything that had ever gone wrong with my life. He was still alive – just – when I woke up, and saw the name of my destination through the window.


 



 



FOR SOMEONE WHO’S moved about so much over the years, I have a fairly hazy notion of geography. For example, I tend to think of Kent as basically a southern district of London. The idea that there might be a lot of it, including areas not readily accessible by public transport, hadn’t crossed my mind.


Trains and buses got me most of the way but in the end I had to walk, which isn’t something I like doing. I figure that in the hundred thousand years or so since we left the caves, we ought to have arranged matters so that we’re spared the indignity of doing something so primitive as reaching a specific destination by putting one foot in front of the other. I walked five miles, which is a very long way in unsuitable shoes on hard tarmac roads, with cars and lorries whipping past you every fifteen seconds. Still; the village, when I eventually got there, was chocolate-box pretty, with white weatherboarded cottages and some of those pointy towers that once had something to do with brewing beer. The house I was looking for wasn’t one of those. It was a nasty yellowbrick box in a landrape development that wasn’t even sequentially numbered; 42, 44, 46, 50, and I was after number 48, which turned out to be at the bottom of a cul-de-sac branching off the main drag and nestling between 17a and 17b. It didn’t have a number on the door, and the grass of the tiny scrap of lawn was nine inches high. All in all, I wasn’t sure I’d come to the right place.


But I had. When the man opened the front door, all I could see behind him was piles of books. It looked as though he was on the point of moving house; I followed a narrow winding footpath of carpet between canyons of books until we reached French windows opening on a titchy little paved patio with a glorious view of a creosoted fence ten yards away. On it were two white plastic chairs. “Let’s go through into the garden,” the man said, “it’s a bit cramped in here.” He gave me a sheepish grin. “I’m a bit claustrophobic,” he said.


He kept looking at me, and I reckon I got a small insight into what it must be like to be a beautiful woman. He kept looking at me just because of the way I looked, which I found strange and rather unnerving. Still, he’d paid a lot of money, or someone had on his behalf.


“I’m sorry,” he said, “I know, I keep staring.” He was about fifty-five, a short, fat man with thinning hair and a TUC beard, very cheap clothes, carpet slippers and bad teeth. “I hope it’s not bothering you. It’s just –”


“That’s fine,” I said, in a firm tone of voice that strongly suggested the opposite. “Understandable.”


That made him smile. “You could say that. Look, can I get you some tea or something?”


I shook my head. “Coffee,” I said. “Black.”


Black coffee gives me a splitting headache; but I wasn’t me, of course. “Naturally,” he said, as though I’d just scored a bonus point. “He never drank anything but black coffee. But I expect you knew that already.”


No, I didn’t; but I didn’t say so, because I don’t suppose he’d have believed me. He went away, twisting his trunk sideways with surprising suppleness and grace to squeeze himself between two towering piles of books without knocking them over, and came back a few minutes later with two mugs and a coffee-pot. It was superb coffee (I don’t like coffee), made with care by someone who understood. I smiled and thanked him, and for a moment he was lost for words.


(“Piece of cake,” my agent had repeated. “The client is the world’s greatest authority on some towering genius or other, and he’s desperate to meet him.”


“So?”


“He’s dead. The genius, I mean. Which is where you come in.”)


“I’m sorry,” he said, pulling himself together with a visible effort. “Only, for a moment there, I could have sworn it was –”


I grinned. “Him?”


He nodded. I shrugged. Let’s hear it for non-verbal communication. “To all intents and purposes I am,” I said.


He shook his head. “No,” he said, “you aren’t. You’re a quite remarkable replica. I’d heard about this... gift of yours. I won’t ask how you do it.”


“Good.”


“But obviously, you’re not him. I mean, you look like him, exactly like all the surviving photographs, and you’ve got that difficult South Austrian accent down to a T; and the patterns of speech, and all the recorded mannerisms – it really is a wonderful performance, and I congratulate you. But you’re not him, are you?”


I felt deeply affronted, which was very strange. If I’d been me and felt that insulted, I’d have smashed his face in. But at that moment I was him, so I resolved to take a more cerebral and effective revenge. The worst thing you can do to a man, I knew, was prove him wrong. So that’s what I decided to do.


“Let me see,” I said, slowly and quietly. “He, or rather I, was or am a mathematician. Yes?”


“Yes. To put it mildly. Possibly the greatest –”


I shut him up with a tiny gesture of my left hand. I wish I could do that. “I assume you’re a mathematician too.”


He smiled. Modesty forbids, and all that.


“Set me a problem,” I said. “One that only he could solve.”


He looked at me for a long time, and I think he was scared of something. Then he stood up. “Wait there,” he said quietly, and went back into the house. He was gone for a long time. I amused myself by counting the bricks in the wall.


“Try that,” he said, putting a sheet of paper and a pen down in front of me. I looked at it, and for a split second saw nothing but a jumbled mess of numbers and symbols. But it cleared, like dissipating mist, and I found myself confronted with a problem of such elegant awkwardness that I almost forgave him. There were obvious traps, I could cheerfully ignore them, but there were other, more subtle snares and devices that I was actually going to have to think about. I realised that thinking, in that manner, was my greatest pleasure. I picked up the pen and started thinking on paper, in numbers and symbols. I got lost and sidetracked a couple of times, wandering in a tangled jungle of entrancing images, and had to cut my way back to the true path. Eventually I reached the true answer, and wrote it down with a feeling of mild regret, because the experience was ended. I think it had taken me about fifteen seconds. I pushed the paper across to him and he went white as a sheet.


“It’s not just skin deep,” I said gently, because my malice had evaporated away and here was a humiliated man, at my mercy, deserving my pity. “I’m him.”


He looked at me.


“For as long as you can afford to pay.”


He took a deep breath. “There’s so much I want to ask you,” he said.


 



 



CONSIDER THE SNAIL. He wears armour, like a knight. I once knew a man – couldn’t describe him as a friend – who spent his leisure time building suits of armour, beating them out of sheets of metal from scrapyards and old car doors. I asked him why, and he waffled for a bit about re-enactment and living history and experimental archaeology, but eventually I pinned him down and he said it was because he never felt safe, any time, anywhere. The armour, the house, the shell; we seek a confined space inside which we can be safe, or at least marginally safer than we’d be outside, naked.


So the snail carries his house around with him wherever he goes, ready at a moment’s notice to shrink away inside it. Everywhere he goes, his house goes too, and all places are alike to him; one little shell an everywhere, so to speak. But the weight, the strain, the monumental bloody effort of carrying his entire world, his everywhere, on his shoulders, like the Greek god whose name escapes me for the moment, consumes every last gasp of his energy. He’s slow, painfully and proverbially slow, which makes him easy prey for all manner of birds and predatory beasts, unimaginably bigger and stronger than he is, who can simply pick him up and bash him against a rock until his armour and his house shatter and become useless. Silly, silly snail.


I wonder if snails decorate the insides of their shells.


I couldn’t tell you offhand what colour the walls of the room are, because I never see them. The light doesn’t reach that far. For illumination I have a single table-lamp, and it’s got one of those infuriating, useless energy-saving bulbs that takes half an hour to get beyond the glow-worm level. Even when it’s fired up and belting out photons to the utmost of its capacity, it only casts a very circumscribed penumbra, which doesn’t go as far as the walls. Last time I looked they were a sort of off-white, what my wife would probably have called buttermilk or magnolia or pale apricot. And dirty, of course, with years of ingrained dust, and cobwebs. I really ought to clean it up one of these days, but I can’t summon up the energy. Besides, I’m reluctant to change anything. It’s perfect as it is.


It got me through those horrible weeks, months, after my wife went away. I think it was because it was the only part of the house where she never came, and so there were no memories or associations of her in there. The rest of the place was decorated with her, papered and emulsioned with her presence and hung with cameos of remembered incidents. I have a theory about memory, which might just be as far-reaching and significant and important as my father’s theory about space, the one that got disproved. I believe that memory isn’t just the recherché des temps perdues, because that would be recognising, assenting to, granting legal status to the concept of loss, which is something I would tend to reject utterly, because it’s unbearable. No, I maintain that anything that is remembered can’t be lost because it still exists; and the logical implication of that is that everything still exists, nothing is lost, it’s just that it becomes incredibly difficult and inconvenient to get to, like Cambridge. If you persevere and try really hard you can get back there, to the past, and when you make it through you’ll find everything exactly as it was and everybody still precisely the same, yourself included. From time to time you snatch glimpses of that other space in dreams or flashes of memory – like peeping through a hole in a wall; if you can see it, it must still be there, mustn’t it? The only problem (which is purely a matter of mechanics, ingenuity and effort) is scaling or undermining that wall, and we don’t tend to do it because we’re too busy or idle or preoccupied with the present or the future. But it’s nice to know it’s there even though we don’t use it, like Radio Three, and the only thing separating us from it, from the Hundred Acre Wood of our past where a boy and his bear are still happily playing, is a simple, annoying wall.


 



 



“THERE’S JUST ONE other thing,” he said.


He was exhausted and so was I. You can get out of the habit of thinking, and it had been a long time since I’d had to use my intelligence with such a high level of intensity. I’d enjoyed it, but you can enjoy something and still be worn out after you’ve been doing it non-stop for four hours. Also I had trains to catch. Did this amiable buffoon have a car? If so, he could give me a lift to the station and save me a five mile hike. Even so.


“I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about your Proposition 295,” he said. “And the thing is, I simply don’t understand it. I can’t seem to make it work.”


Proposition which? “Refresh my memory,” I said.


He wrote a string of numbers on a bit of paper and pushed it at me. I glanced at it. Hot stuff. Did I do that? If so, I was a genius. He was. Whatever. “I don’t see the difficulty,” I said. “It seems pretty straightforward to me.” Breathtaking, visionary, but simple. All the best strokes of genius always are, you know.


“Indeed.” He looked humble and ashamed. “And the Nobel judges thought so too. But I can’t get it to come out right. Here, let me show you.”


It took him ten minutes, and he got the wrong answer. I was getting fed up. “Give it here,” I snapped, and started to work my way through the numbers. It was so simple, like following a clearly-signposted path across a flat plain. One thing led inevitably to another, until there you were.


“No,” he said gently.


I stopped. I was about halfway through. “What do you mean, no?”


“No, that’s not right.” He leaned across me and pointed to a number with the tip of his pencil. “That should be a minus. You haven’t reversed the signs.”


I frowned. Of course I had. To fail to do so would be a schoolboy error. I went back two stages and worked them through, then came to a sudden, horrible stop, as if I’d just flown my airliner into a mountain.


“You haven’t reversed the signs,” he repeated.


No, I hadn’t, had I. Which meant that the whole thing was an error, a mistake, a falsehood, a lie. I put the pen carefully down and looked at him. His eyes were full of fear and embarrassment.


“I was wondering when anyone would spot that,” I said.


 



 



WHAT, AFTER ALL, is a snail without its shell? I’ll tell you: nothing, nothing at all. A smear of grey goo, shapeless, without form and void. So we build ourselves houses and cover ourselves with armour, we armour our walls with paint and woodchip and festoon them with painted likenesses, of other people’s houses, of knights in armour, of bodies and faces which are just other forms of container for the thing contained.


I guess I ought to be grateful, since I experienced, albeit vicariously, at one remove, and without really feeling the full force, since it wasn’t my world that suddenly exploded in my face – I experienced to some degree the worst moment in my father’s life, his greatest pain, shock and sorrow; which isn’t something everybody can boast, now is it? I had at least some idea of how he must have felt. Lucky me.


He never recovered from it, that goes without saying. His reaction was curious, ambivalent. He didn’t actually believe that the refutation was correct. He acknowledged that he couldn’t disprove what the damned Indian had said. Well, there you are, then, I said to him, the bastard must be right, but he shook his head. Just because I can’t disprove it, he said, doesn’t make it true; it just means I’m not smart enough to point out the flaw in his reasoning, which undoubtedly exists. Faith, you see. He carried on knowing he was right, which only made it worse, because now everybody else believed he was wrong.


But he acknowledged – it was something he did supremely well, acknowledging – that he was a scientist who couldn’t prove his assertion and yet continues to assert it, which in his view was about the worst thing anybody could possibly be, worse than a murderer or a fascist dictator. He therefore regarded himself as a disgrace to the profession, a failure and a waste of good oxygen. The polite unspoken sympathy of his colleagues infuriated him; rotten luck being found out, he felt they were saying to him, and he couldn’t bear that. Nobody tried to fire him or strip him of his Nobel prize (he wouldn’t have objected, I think he was waiting for someone to suggest it so he could agree, but nobody ever did, so he couldn’t). They carried on as though nothing had happened, praising everything else he’d done and achieved and never once mentioning the other thing. When it got too much for him, he resigned his post and retired to a small flat in what could just about be described as central London; even so, it was more than he could afford. Actually, I think it was shortage of money as much as anything that killed him. From never thinking about money he became obsessed with it, and what with one thing and another, inflation and recession and God knows what all, it gradually got less and less, and he was too good a mathematician to be able to disregard the numbers, or the clearly visible progression, always diminishing. I could cheerfully have murdered that Indian – I thought about it quite seriously, once I found I could shape-shift; I had an airline ticket and a hotel reservation in Mumbai, but at the last minute my nerve failed me.


Consider the snail, therefore; and send not to know for whom the thrush knocks. It knocketh for thee.


 



 



“SLOW DOWN A minute, will you, you’re gabbling.” She sounded intolerably cool and sceptical, as a true scientist ought to be. Actually, I do have a tendency to talk fast when I’m over-excited. “You’re saying you turned into your own father. That’s weird.”


“No, I didn’t say that. I said it was just like being him, because of the maths thing and suddenly thinking like a mathematician, and then being in the same position. It was terrible. And I’m not doing it again.”


Pause. “They haven’t actually asked you to.”


“I mean anything like that. No more crazy stuff, no more getting inside people’s heads. It was bad enough getting stabbed, but that was worse. Are you listening to me?”


A long sigh. “I don’t want to sound unsympathetic, but you know, the list of things you won’t do is getting a bit on the long side. No more alibis, no more recreating famous people. Face it, there’s not exactly an infinite number of things that people will pay you to do. And a reputation for flakiness isn’t going to help much, either.”


“You weren’t there,” I screamed at her, “you didn’t have to feel what it’s like to have the worst possible thing in the world happen to you. I’m not joking. One more trip like that one, and I’m out of the business. For good. Got that?”


It’s hard to lip-read when you’re talking on the phone, but I could see her clear as day, mouthing prima donna under her breath. “We’ll talk again in the morning,” she said, “when you’ve had a chance to pull yourself together.” From her, that was being considerate and nice. “Get a good night’s sleep. You’ll feel so much better.”


“I don’t want to sleep. I’ve been having nightmares.”


“Then don’t eat so much rich food. Ciao.”


It was true about the nightmares, though as a rule I forgot them completely the moment I opened my eyes. But I still knew I’d had one, because I’d be drenched in sweat, and my tongue would be dry and stiff, with that foul muddy taste. The good thing about nightmares is the sense of blessed relief when you wake up and find it isn’t true, hasn’t happened, wasn’t about to happen, and you lie there in the dark so overwhelmingly grateful. That’s the only good thing about nightmares.


 



 



I SOMETIMES WONDER what they must think of me at the bank. Vast sums of money go into my account, always from the same source, and then vast sums go out again, always to the same payee. It says a lot about the inertia in the system that nobody’s ever bothered me about it, though one of these days the Inland Revenue’s going to catch up with me and I’ll be in so much trouble. The silly thing is, I’d willingly declare it all and pay the tax, except that I can’t afford to. I never have any money, just like my Dad, except I don’t let it get to me.


I’d spent more or less the last of my ready money on woodchip and emulsion, so I wasn’t exactly amused to find that the paper was already starting to peel off the walls, a matter of days after I’d so laboriously put it up there. I have to concede that I’m not the world’s premier paperhanger. In my defence, I would argue that I do the best I can for someone who’s entirely self-taught. After all, how are you supposed to learn how to do these things? Other people are taught by their parents, I guess, but my dad and I were never in one place long enough, and besides, the walls always belonged to someone else, who took responsibility for maintenance and décor. So; the total failure of my woodchip may have been my fault, to some extent, rather than dereliction of duty on the part of the paper and paste manufacturers. Maybe I didn’t do the sugar soaping right – actually, I didn’t do it at all. I don’t even know what sugar soap is, though I gather it’s one of those things you do. At any rate, after a few days my walls started to look like a bad case of sunburn. I tried stripping the paper off, but although it hadn’t stuck in a lot of places, in a lot of other places it had stuck real good. The result was distinctly unattractive, but I couldn’t afford the materials to do it all over again, so it had to stay like it. Fortunately there was nobody else to see it except me and I can put up with most things, at least for a while.


 



 



THE ACQUAINTANCE I told you about who makes armour; I went to see him once, and in his hall was a suit of the stuff, like you see in stately homes. He’d made it himself and it was really quite impressive, until you looked closely and saw the toolmarks and where he hadn’t managed to get the edges squared up properly. But it was so complete that it could stand up on its own two steel feet, without needing to rest on anything, a hollow steel man, all defence and nothing inside to keep safe. He showed me how it was held together with hundreds of rivets and internal straps, like little hinges, to allow the wearer to move freely. They were good at that, the old armourers. Apparently, when the space program people were designing a space suit for the Moon and had trouble articulating the joints, they ended up copying a lot of ideas from a suit of armour built for Henry VIII. My friend showed me a picture of it. There are even articulated plates for the insides of the knees and the arse. It’s a complete skin, like a space suit, to give you total protection against an unrelentingly hostile environment.


I mention this because, instead of spending what little money I had on paint and wallpaper, I bought a suit of armour. I have no idea why, except that when I saw it, on a website, I realised I had to have it. My very own suit of armour. They make them in India these days – what they must think of us Westerners I dread to imagine – dirt cheap, considering what’s involved, and not a bad job at all. It arrived astonishingly quickly, in a huge cardboard box. There weren’t any instructions for putting it together but I figured it out from photographs and first principles. It came with a wooden stand to act as a sort of surrogate backbone. Apparently you could actually wear it if you felt inclined, or you could stick it up somewhere and just look at it, which was what I did. Very fine it looked too, though a trifle stiff and unnatural. Properly speaking, it should have been standing with both hands resting on the pommel of a long sword, but the sword was extra and it counted as a weapon for the purposes of postal regulations, so I had to make do without. Which is me all over: passive, not active; all defence and no counter-attack. It was nice having another anthropomorphic shape in the house, after I’d been on my own for so long, and since it didn’t move or speak it offered just about the level of social interaction that I felt capable of dealing with.


The next few jobs were easy, no trouble at all. I turned into someone and paid in a cheque or stood in front of a CCTV camera holding a newspaper with the date plainly visible, tax and residency stuff, bread and butter; it paid my armourer’s bill and that’s something, in these uncertain times. In a way I felt like I could go on like that for ever, while at the same time I could hear a clock ticking in the back of my head. After I finished work I’d go and sit in the room, surfing the Net or reading a book. I took to falling asleep in there, waking up with a cricked neck and pins and needles in my legs, usually out of a nightmare whose plot immediately disintegrated. Sometimes the discomfort woke me, sometimes it was the phone – only one voice ever called me, giving me new, improbable assignments, mailing the details to a firm of lawyers who never existed. I moved the armour in there with me, mostly for the company, but also in case I needed protection in a hurry. They do say, don’t they, that if you live in dread of burglars and intruders, you should have a safe room where you can barricade yourself in and call the police. Well; I had a safe place inside my safe place, like a set of Russian dolls, each one with her own flak jacket.


Amazing, incidentally, what they get up to in India these days. A country that can produce mathematicians of the highest calibre, and yet they earn their living making medieval armour for dotty Westerners.


 



 



I WOKE UP out of a dream involving a bird and a rock. Someone was knocking on the door.


You have to knock loudly if you expect me to hear you when I’m in the room, so whoever it was, they were anxious to see me. I got up and opened the door.


Some people you just know you aren’t going to like. “Can I help you?” I said, as politely as anyone could want. She just glared at me. Then she told me my name.


I didn’t try to deny it. Yes, I said, that’s me. That got me a triumphant scowl. She said she wanted to see my wife. That’s not possible, I told her.


“Where is she?”


I managed to keep the hesitation down to a second and a half. That’s still a long time, in context. “You’d better come in,” I said.


Doubts crossed her mind. If I’d murdered my wife, which was evidently one of her theories, did she really want to be alone with me in an enclosed space? In her shoes, I think I’d have decided against it, but I guess she was made of sterner stuff. “All right,” she said. I led her through into the front room. “Excuse the mess,” I said. “I’m redecorating.”


She was, she explained, a friend of my wife, from school. She’d been abroad and had only just got back. She’d asked around, but nobody had seen or heard from my wife in ages. Her phone didn’t answer, her email account bounced. So; where was she?


I smiled pathetically. “I don’t know,” I said.


“Is that right.”


“She left me. I haven’t heard from her.” I shrugged. “That’s all I know.”


“You haven’t tried to contact her.”


“I sort of got the impression there’d be no point.”


She wasn’t sure if she believed me. On the one hand, it was perfectly reasonable to imagine somebody leaving a specimen like me, not leaving a forwarding address, not returning calls, never wanting to see or hear from me again in this world or the next. On the other hand, people don’t just vanish. “And you’ve got no idea where she’s gone?”


“None whatsoever,” I lied.


“Has anybody else been asking after her?”


“One or two people.”


Grim, stony silence. Then, “She was painting a picture of me. Did she finish it?”


“I don’t know.”


“What do you mean, you don’t know?”


“She didn’t show me her work.”


“Can I look and see if it’s here?”


“There’s none of her paintings here. She took them all with her.”


I guess she decided the murder theory was the most plausible, because she got up quickly and got close to the door, with me where I couldn’t obstruct her escape. “Sorry to have bothered you.”


“It’s no bother.”


“I’ll see myself out.”


I heard the door close behind her. Then I went back into the room and sat very still for a long time.


 



 



“I KNOW YOU don’t do women,” she said. “As a rule. But this one’s –”


“No,” I said. “Absolutely not.”


“– no bother at all, an absolute piece of cake. All you’ve got to do is sit there, for crying out loud. You won’t have to say more than half a dozen words.”


“No women,” I repeated. “I hate being women.”


“Really.”


“No offence. But it’s –”


“Unnatural?”


“Laugh all you want. It’s so difficult. There’s so many things I don’t know how to do. Going to the lavatory, for crying out loud –”


“Oddly enough,” she said, “we manage.”


“You’ve had the practice.”


“This one,” she repeated calmly, “is a piece of cake. All you have to do is sit perfectly still. Maybe smile a few times. That’s all.” She paused, then added, “You need the money.”


Now there she had a point. “Can’t you get me a nice alibi job? Two days ago you’d got so many you were having to turn them down.”


“That was then. Now, I’ve got you this. A nice, easy job where you just turn up and sit.”


“It’ll be a disaster. Remember the last time.”


“That was completely different. That was a painting. This is photographs. We know you show up just fine in photographs, think of all the CCTV stuff you’ve done. Look, if it makes it any easier I’ll tell them you’ve got laryngitis and lost your voice, and then you won’t have to say anything.”


“I bet you they all know her.”


“Never met her before. She’s never worked in this country, the photographer’s never worked abroad.”


I breathed through my nose. “Will they know I’m, you know, not her?”


“Well, the photographer won’t. But that doesn’t matter. Oh come on, you’ve done far harder jobs than this. You turn up, the photographer tells you exactly what she wants you to do, snappity-snappity and you’re out of there in half an hour. Well, an hour. Hour and a half, tops. She doesn’t speak English, for God’s sake, they won’t be expecting scintillating conversation.”


“Sure,” I said. “So they’ll talk to me in Spanish, which I don’t understand.”


“Look.” Angry pause. “Do you want me to carry on being your agent or don’t you? Because the way you’ve been lately, it’s like getting blood out of a stone. If you’ve decided to call it a day, then just say so. All right?”


But I need the money. “What sort of clothes are they going to make me wear?”


“It’ll be fine once you’re there,” she told me. “You’ll see.”


Actually, she was quite right. It was no bother at all. Amazing what you can get across in sign language, by the way; turn left, turn right, smile, again, no words needed. The photographer was a thin, sharp-faced woman with a cloud of frizzy black hair and the most beautiful hands; if I was a painter, I’d have wanted to paint them. When the shoot was over, one of the lesser underlings – there were loads of them – pressed a CD into my hands, as a sort of going-away present.


 



 



MY WIFE HAD black hair too, though you couldn’t rely on it being black from one day’s end to the next. Quite often, when I was still with the polystyrene people, I’d come home and find a blonde, or a redhead, or some woman with red and green layered streaks who on closer examination proved to be my wife. You’ll ruin it with all those chemicals, I told her, it can’t be good for it. I don’t think she ever deigned to reply.


Amazing, too, the things she did with it. One moment it’d be long and dead straight, like spaghetti trailing off a fork. The next day it’d be all waves and bubbles, like a glass of champagne. Then she had a do that looked like she was wearing a knitted onion on top of her head, and another where it turned into a set of braided carrying-handles. One time I came back from a few days away to find it had doubled in length – extensions, apparently. They all came out a short while later and she put the whole lot into pigtails, which didn’t suit her at all. Her hair, she said, was a work in progress, and it was the only aspect of her appearance she was ever remotely vain about. I guess I can understand that; she did have remarkably thick, full hair, and her face itself was – well, beautiful in a way but sort of indistinct, the sort of face you have trouble remembering. So, when she radically redesigned the thatch, she could look totally different, practically a shape-shifter.


Appearances matter, was one of her great themes. Appearances are everything – and when I objected, not to a blind man, surely, she widened the definition of appearance to include voices: accents, pitch, tone, clarity and so on. You form your first impression of someone in a fraction of a second, she said, from their appearance (and, yes, the sound of their voice, which is why so many people think I’m South African; see above) and it takes heavy machinery and dynamite to shift that first assessment, once it’s been formed. Hence, she said, the essential nature of her trade. A portrait strives to be that most vital act of human communication, a good first impression. For one thing, it saves so much time, not to mention misunderstanding. A good portrait sums its subject up, it’s a complete and accurate précis, like a civil service briefing to an overworked minister. All the salient points are there, all the issues impartially set forth, the irrelevancies trimmed away. It’s a pitch, a declaration of intent, a list of contents, a pre-emptive defence, an explanation (but never an apology), it’s the objective truth and really good advertising. It says more about you that you ever can; like your taste in books, or the way you decorate your living space.


I wish my father could have met her. I think they’d have got on well together.


Her disappearance was a gradual process. First there was this note. That was nothing unusual. We had a convention, a place where notes should be put if they were expected to be read and taken notice of; sellotaped to the door of the room, so I’d be sure to see them. The note said, I may be held up, no idea when I’ll be back.


That didn’t bother me particularly. She didn’t like it when I asked where she’d been, what she’d been doing, so I gave it up early in our relationship. There were all manner of possibilities. Clients, friends, agents, gallery owners, or maybe she’d just had enough of everything and needed to get away for a bit, to the country, to some other country, there really was absolutely no way of knowing. I could try calling her, but eight times out of ten her phone wouldn’t be on. So I didn’t worry, took no notice. While she was away on her various occasional jaunts, I tended to move into the room and stay there, where I’d quickly lose track of time, lost among my thoughts and other people’s, until I could barely tell them apart.


She didn’t come back for two days, and I wasn’t particularly anxious. And there’s the thing about absence, a quality specific to a negative entity. Something that isn’t there carries on not being there. Nothing changes, it doesn’t get bigger or louder or hotter; by the very fact of staying the same, unchanged, absence grows. Day three and she’s still not back. Day four; nothing has changed, which changes everything. If presence is a solid, absence is a gas, invisible and silent, filling all the available space. Day five and her absence pervaded the entire house, and I had no option but to do something about it.


I started making telephone calls; all negative. There was, excuse the pun, an all-pervading absence of information; information negatively-charged, anti-information, like anti-presence. The more I asked around, the less I knew, the fewer hypotheses remained tenable. Nobody had seen her or heard from her, and I began to think in terms of the word disappear. I confess it scared the life out of me; because if appearances are essential, what does that make disappearance? The one is the opposite of the other (matter and antimatter); the not being seen, the not being heard; the not being.


I rang round every hospital in the south of England, which gave me a chance to listen to a lot of Vivaldi but got me nowhere. I tried the police, who gave me a reference number. I searched high and low for her address book, but she must’ve taken it with her, along with her laptop and her phone. I called the very few of her friends that I knew, and asked them to ask the ones I didn’t. The absence continued to swell and flourish. Someone once said: deserts grow, woe to him who harbours deserts. Absence grows, like the Sahara getting bigger every year, and by virtue of things staying exactly the same as they were yesterday, increases exponentially.


 



 



WHICH BRINGS ME back rather neatly to my Dad’s big theory. Spaces, he argued, are not finite and certainly not regular. They don’t follow or obey arithmetical progression. Rather, deserts grow (see above). Negative space encroaches by virtue of its nullity. If positive space is infinite, negative space is more infinite; positive space can only augment through action, whereas negative space increases when everything stays the same. One increases faster and further than the other. Therefore it follows that between the one polarity, positive space, and the other, negative, there exists a differential, a capacity; a gap; a third space.


At which point I would grin offensively and say, sure, as in hyperspace, where you fly starships, beam me up, Scotty. And he’d look at me and say, now you’re starting to get the hang of it.


The possibilities, he’d say, are endless. Faster-than-light travel, just for starters. An escape from the tyranny of linear time and Newtonian space. Imagine, just imagine, if you had a trapdoor out of order into chaos. You could go anywhere, be any time. You could be anything you wanted to be.


He loved that image, of the trapdoor. I said to him: who’d be crazy enough to open a door into the abyss? He’d look at me and reply mildly, abyss is just a term for places we haven’t been to yet. And then he’d quote the bit about the cat who walked by himself, and all places were alike to him. What if all places are alike, if all places are just one place, one little room an everywhere?


I think a lot of that could be explained by the fact that he’d always moved around so much, never stayed anywhere for any length of time. Like me; a displaced person from birth, a naturalised citizen of the universe. When there’s nowhere you can really call home, you carry your home around with you, like that damned snail. Your home is your armour, your shell, your outward-facing surface, which covers the void inside, the chaos, the abyss.


Anyway, he had yards and yards of equations to back all this up with, and it won him a major gong, until the Indian came along.


 



 



HOME IS WHERE the heart is, right? And my heart was broken,


Melodrama and cliché. Sometimes I wish I too could express myself through numbers or visual images rather than words. Anyhow, what I’m trying to convey is that this house, which she’d made so much her own, without her became sort of negatively charged. Except for the room, of course. Which is why I took to frowsting away in there even more than previously. I took the phone in with me, in case there was a call (“Sorry, I meant to call you earlier; you haven’t been worrying about me, have you?”) but it remained stubbornly quiet, not even telesalesmen or PPI litigators. I’d probably have starved to death in there without even noticing if I hadn’t had the shape-shifting to intrigue me back into some semblance of life.


There must have been a moment, a tipping-point, when I decided, believed, knew that she wasn’t coming back, a border I crossed into the country where there were no longer two possibilities, only one established reality. If so, I crossed it without realising, the way you go to sleep on a train in Italy and wake up on a train in France. The view from the window isn’t all that different, but the rules have all changed, and something that was perfectly legal where you’ve just come from carries a heavy punishment where you are now; the thing hasn’t changed, of course, just the attitudes to it. My Dad, of course, would’ve wanted to stop at the border and investigate it thoroughly. What makes this thousandth-of-an-inch on this side quintessentially France, and what’s so irredeemably Italy about this thousandth-of-an-inch on the other side? More to the point, how thick is the border itself (thin as a coat of paint), the line that is by definition both places and no place at all. Could you live there? Could you burrow deep down inside the lining, so to speak, and be both French and Italian permanently forever? I wonder how he felt when my mother left him, when he crossed the border. I don’t know if they had a blazing row and she stalked out, or whether he woke up in an empty bed with a note on the pillow, or whether she went off for a weekend and sent him a letter, or whether she went off and no letter; he never spoke about it, and it’s not one of those subjects you bring up in conversation.


I think he was right, though (pace the Indian) that there’s a debatable land or DMZ between the moment before and the moment after, when a thing happens. I think I lived there for a while, though I don’t remember much about it. I was in the room all the time, with the blinds down. Perhaps that’s the place where you land up when you wake up out of a dream, and for a split second (the width of a frontier) you can remember it all, and then the memory blanks out.


If so, I’ve been there. I’ve lived there so long, I can claim it as my domicile for tax purposes.


 



 



I GOT A letter, addressed to a fictitious firm of solicitors, for which I was not prepared. I rang my agent.


“So I didn’t tell you,” she conceded huffily. “You’d only have made a fuss.”


“I can’t do this.”


“That’s what you always say.” I could hear her doing something else while she talked to me, phone presumably wedged between shoulder and ear, but I couldn’t figure out what just by the background noises. “It’s no big deal, really. You’ve done similar jobs before. You really do need to get a grip, you know. You’ve been a bit of a pain in the bum lately, to be honest.”


“When have I ever done anything like this?”


“Oh God, do you really expect me to drop everything and go leafing through diaries? Trust me, this is nothing to get upset about. It’s easy. You’ll manage. Sorry, I’ve got to go now. Bye.”


Actually, she was quite right and I have no idea why I was making a song and dance about it. A man wants to take out some heavy life insurance but he’s got a catastrophic heart condition, so he needs me to take the medical for him. The last time, or was it the time before last, I forget, I argued that there’d be no point, since his medical files would torpedo his chances even if I turned up in his place; ah, she replied smugly, he’s a foreigner, coming over here specially. His files are all in Chinese (Russian, this time) and they can’t be bothered with all that, a thorough medical will do instead. You may have to do a certain amount of running on treadmills, but what the hell, it’ll do you good. You never get any exercise.


So I went and did all that, and it was no trouble. I got dressed, had a cup of coffee on my way to the station and came home. The next day, my agent rang. She was livid.


“What the hell did you do​?” she wailed at me. “What on earth possessed you?”


“Excuse me?”


“I’ve given the Russian his money back, but he’s really unhappy, and I can’t say I blame him. It’s screwed up three months of careful preparation and he’s back at square one, and probably, given the state of his health, he hasn’t got time to go through all that again before he keels over. If this gets around, it’ll be disastrous for your reputation in the business.”


That was something I’d always wanted to ask her about – there’s really a shape-shifting business, a community, for word to get around in? Presumably there is; the mind boggles. This, though, clearly wasn’t the time. “What’s the matter?” I asked. “What did I do?”


She paused to get her breath and her temper under control. “He had the results of the tests,” she said.


“That was quick.”


“In the circumstances, not surprisingly. They aren’t minded to offer him life cover, because according to the medical tests, he’s dead.”


I had no idea what to say to that.


“No pulse, for one thing. No perceptible heartbeat. Couldn’t measure respiration levels because apparently you didn’t breathe, not once, all the time you were there. No temperature, for crying out loud. No vital signs whatsoever.”


“It’s obvious,” I said. “Their equipment was faulty.”


“That’s what they assumed, so they checked it all, the moment you’d left. It was all working just fine, couldn’t find one thing wrong with it. And now they’re desperately anxious to talk to the Russian, who really doesn’t want to be talked to, for obvious reasons, but who can’t even leave the country for fear they’re watching all the airports. He’s hiding out in a B&B somewhere, with his blood pressure through the roof. For all I know, you could’ve killed the poor bastard. Which is why I’m asking you: what did you do, and what the hell did you think you were playing at?”


“I didn’t do anything. I don’t think I can do that.”


“Well, there was no trouble at all the last time, so you must have done something. And all I can say is, if you want to play practical jokes on the punters, that’s absolutely fine, but not while I’m representing you, because it reflects really badly on me and some of us have to make a living in this business. I advise you to think seriously about that. Goodbye.”


After she’d slammed off, I sat and took my pulse. Took me a terrifying moment or so to find it, but eventually there it was. Then I breathed all over a mirror and was delighted to see it cloud up.


What can I say? One of life’s mysteries.


 



 



WELL THEN; IF I’m dead, who’s this walking around wearing my face?


It all becomes debatable, you see, there are no certainties any more. If such a bizarre thing as shape-shifting is possible, who can guarantee that they are who they say they are? And is my face really mine, or is it just an aspect I’ve been presenting to the world for so long I’ve come to think of it as mine? It all gets hopelessly fraught, and you simply don’t know where you are. Or who, come to that.


(Excuse the flippancy; but I’d reached a zone where the only syntax and terminology available that could come anywhere close to being applicable was derived from comedy – the absurd, puns and wordplay, the knight’s move of humour that can’t go in a straight line but which can leap over impassable obstacles of logic and common sense. Or, as my Dad used to say, you’ve got to laugh or you’d go mad.)


Best not to think about it, I decided. As if. It was all my father’s fault for bringing me up to think like a scientist, even though I’ve never been one. Data is absolute, he always used to say, facts are inviolable; if facts and theory conflict, theory is always wrong. Yes, and see where that got him, in the end. I resolved not to let myself go that way. If inconvenient data, such as a total absence of vital signs, led to a particular inevitable conclusion, I nevertheless had the option – not being a scientist – to ignore them and carry on down the primrose path of ignorance and error. So I did that, and pretty soon I had to admit I wasn’t fooling anybody. I went to a doctor, who examined me and pronounced me absurdly healthy for someone who ate all the wrong things and never did any exercise. Data, I told myself happily. I exist, therefore I am.


What I had gained was useful ammunition in my ongoing war with my agent. “The tests scientifically proved,” I told her, “that when I’m being someone else I’m clinically dead. Soon as I stop, I’m alive again. Therefore, shape-shifting is terribly bad for me, and I really need to cut down.”


Sigh. “Fine,” she said. “I can use that to jack the price up when I’m negotiating with a client. Meanwhile, do you need the money or don’t you?”


Of course, I needed the money.


 



 



CONCERNING THIS HOUSE.


I think I said earlier that it was entirely her idea. The first time I saw it, I have to confess, it gave me the creeps. I have absolutely no idea why. It’s just a regular shape, a coming together of bricks and other materials to form a useful object; it has no personality, spirit or soul. But I got an overwhelming impression of dislike – as in, it didn’t like me – together with a curious sense of familiarity. It was how I imagined coming home would be, if I’d ever had a home for more than five minutes. But not in a good way. It’s as though, the moment it caught sight of me, the house muttered, Oh it’s you again, is it? and resolved to make my life as miserable as possible. I can only conclude that it reminds me subconsciously of somewhere we lived when I was a kid, where things didn’t go well, before I was old enough to remember.


As for the neighbours, I never see them. I’m not even sure there are any. They never seem to make any noise, which is in itself suspicious, like they’re creeping around silently in their own houses, and who would do that, unless they’re up to something?


I distrust them because they’re above and below me, the outer and inner layers. With me being the third space, the core. I think that speaks for itself, really.


 



 



YOU MUST EXCUSE me, because I’m not being the perfect host, not making you feel at home in this narrative. Too much coming and going, and the soup served after the casserole. I really ought to respect other people’s prejudices, world view, perception of sequence of events, linear time, that sort of thing. The truth is, I haven’t been myself lately.


But I’m better now.


I was in the room. I can’t give you an exact fix on that, because I was in the room pretty much all the time at that stage, and one thing I’d never bothered to put in there was a clock, to replace the one that got broken, at some point. I was in the room, and I think I must have dozed off. In any event, either I woke up, or else not. You’ll see what I mean.


I lifted my head and saw that stupid suit of armour. I’d been regretting it for some time – a ridiculous waste of money, whatever could have got into me – and I’d more or less made up my mind to get shot of it. Really, all that was holding me back was how. I could put it on eBay, there’s quite a lot of reproduction medieval-style armour listed there at any given time, believe it or not, and I was pretty sure I could get at least half my money back; except, I was damned if I was going to pack all that lot up and drag it to a post office, where they probably wouldn’t accept a parcel that big and heavy, so it’d have to be collect-only, and that limits your pool of potential buyers. I wanted rid of it, but not at any price. I was havering about that dilemma, and so the armour was still there.


But it had moved. I hadn’t moved it. It should have been upright on its stand, but it was sitting. It can’t sit; first because there’s only one chair, second because it would need something inside it to hold it together (not like the really cool suit my friend made, that stays in one piece with nothing inside) and the stand they supplied was upright-only. The armour sitting was therefore impossible, like shape-shifting, and so I was inclined from the outset to assume it wasn’t real, and that I hadn’t woken up and was dreaming.


The helmet of my suit has no visor. You can have a visored helmet but it’s extra, so I made do without. The armour lifted its visor, though there didn’t seem to be anyone in there. Then it lowered its gauntleted hand and rested it on the hilt of the sword, which was also extra, as I mentioned earlier, and which I therefore didn’t have.


This thing sitting there, a shape and a lighting effect, reminded me of something. When I was ten, my dad took me to see my first Shakespeare. They were a professional company based in Christchurch (New Zealand), touring the sticks. I don’t think they sent out their best people to that sort of venue. But it was all right. I didn’t get most of the language, but I loved the swordfighting and the costumes.


Anyway, it dredged up a quote from the sludge at the bottom of my mind: my father, in his habit, as he lived. I grinned.


The armour nodded. You’re quite right, it said. I am thy father’s spirit, doomed for a certain term to walk the night, and for the day confined to fast in fires, till the foul crimes done in my days of nature are burnt and purged away. And do try and sit up straight when I’m talking to you. You always did slouch so.


I frowned. Dad?


Don’t look so surprised, he said. Mind you, it’s a wise man knows his own father, so that lets you out.


Dad, I said. What on earth are you doing in that ridiculous outfit?


He shrugged, which was a real test of the articulations. They didn’t score highly. It’s a shell, he said. You take what you can get. Anyway, you bought the damn thing.


I said what I usually said to him: I’m sorry.


He waved a gauntlet, don’t worry about it. Though you could have run to something a bit better made, he chided gently. It’s not like I’ve left you short of money.


Actually, I said.


Yes, you always were a bit feckless. But let’s not dwell on your shortcomings, I haven’t got the time or the energy. What you’re supposed to have said was, what crimes?


Excuse me?


He sighed. The foul crimes done in my days of nature. What crimes, you should have said.


All right. What crimes?


Crimes, he said, against science. What other kind is there?


(That made sense. As far as Dad was concerned, there were no others, nothing serious enough to count as a crime. Murder, theft, burning down buildings; he’d always maintain that anybody who did that sort of thing must be sick, not bad. No sane man would do something that would harm others and, more to the point, himself, when he got caught. But bad science in any form was an unpardonable offence.)


Let me get this straight, I said. You’ve gone to hell just because somebody disproved your theory.


He was within an ace of losing his temper with me, so nothing unusual there. No, of course not, he said. First there is no hell, except in the sense of Doctor Faustus, act one scene three, why, this is hell, nor am I out of it. Second, not because my theory was disproved, but because it wasn’t.


Excuse me, I said gently. But it was.


It wasn’t. That ominous growl I knew so well. The fools thought it was, but the refutation is flawed. The theory is sound. He paused to pull himself together. My crime is that I was never able to show what was wrong with the refutation. I failed. And so, here I am.


That’s so unfair, I said. You were clever enough to discover the theory. The fact that you weren’t clever enough to defend it really shouldn’t count against you. After all, nobody’s perfect.


A little hiss, intake of breath. I should have known better, he said. How could I expect you to understand? You never showed any interest in my work.


That hurt. I did my best, I said. But you were a maths genius, there’s only a few hundred people in the whole world clever enough to understand your work. As it happens, I’m not one of them. You can’t blame me for that.


I don’t think he was listening to me. I like what you’ve done with this room, he said. It’s very plain and undistracting. A person could really concentrate in here.


Concentrate and be concentrated, I replied, like orange juice. That made him laugh. He never laughed because he was amused, only to mark a valid point. That’s all right, then, he said. I’ll let you get on with whatever it was you were doing.


I must have looked away for a moment. When I looked back, the armour was back on its stand. I breathed out slowly, waiting for the dream to fade. But it didn’t. Therefore, since my dreams always fade, it can’t have been a dream. That’s scientific logic, that is.


 



 



THERE’S NOW SOME stupid law that limits how much petrol you can buy in a can. You can fill your car’s tank with the stuff, drive it away and siphon it out at your leisure, but you can only buy one silly little canful. However, I figured that one can would be all it’d take. Just as well, considering the criminal price of petrol these days.


I’d actually started splashing it around the walls when I realised what I was doing and made myself stop. Are you out of your mind, I asked myself. You can’t go burning your house down. For a start, it’s other people’s house too, and what harm did they ever do you? More to the point, this isn’t the way to go. If this place is getting you down, leave. Go somewhere else. Burning it to the ground is excessive.


(I read a story once where the hero’s chickens were killed by a wolf. He bought more chickens. The wolf got in and killed them all. He bought more chickens, barricaded the henhouse, but the wolf broke in anyway. So he bought yet more chickens and sat up all night; and when the wolf got in, he nailed a plank over the gap, then set light to the henhouse. The fire spread and burned down the farm, but at least he beat the wolf. I couldn’t really see what was wrong with that.)


Fortunately I’d only used about a cupful of petrol. I put the cap back on the can, and tried scrubbing what I’d spilt out of the carpet and the wallpaper with washing-up liquid. Waste of time. Also, didn’t he say something about confined to fast in fires? Setting light to the place would just make him feel at home.


It must have been a dream, except that the armour now has a visor and a sword.


 



 



ANYWAY, I DECIDED to cut my losses and list it as collect-only. Someone bought it for nearly as much as I paid for it, and settled up immediately. He said he’d get back to me about picking it up. I haven’t heard from him since.


Work seemed to have dried up. I called my agent several times, but all I got was her answering service. I left about a dozen messages. She didn’t call me back. She always calls back. I deduced that time had frozen and was standing still, with me trapped in a moment, like a fly in amber.


What can you do to pass the time when time is standing still?


Consider the snail, who moves slowly under the weight of his captive environment. Everything else rushes past him – the world must seem very fast, if you’re a snail. Consider a reverse scenario, where you’re a naturally quick-moving creature stranded in the Kingdom of the Gastropods. If snails had clocks, their seconds would probably feel like hours. Which is a somewhat awkward way of saying that how you perceive time depends on what size you are, on what you are. A shape-shifter can be any damn thing he chooses. Therefore it inevitably follows that he can choose how he perceives time, or can choose a shape in which he experiences time in a disconcertingly unusual form. Query: since I could be anybody I wanted to be, why in God’s name did I spend so much of my life being me? Now that’s not just stupid, it’s perverse.


The idea of my father trapped in some sort of ghastly purgatory burned me up, so to speak. All an illusion, needless to say, a dream with a side serving of allegory. But consider it logically, as a true scientist is obliged to do. If his theory was right, then in the middle of everything there’s a core of third space; in that core, there are no laws of physics as we understand them, it’s a sort of ontological Somalia. Therefore, everything that contains – a house, a snail-shell, a suit of armour – has inside it a sort of priest’s hole between the container and the thing contained, in which things can be hidden, or can hide.


Consider a portrait as a container, a shell – a rigid outer layer of dried paint contains the image of a living person, trapped in a bubble between paint and canvas. Years, centuries after their death, the subjects of the painting live on, so vivid and alive that their eyes follow you round the room. Is there a third space in a portrait?


That was when I remembered the cupboard under the stairs.


 



 



STUPID OF ME to have forgotten all about it. Not our stairs, naturally, since we don’t have them. What my wife used to call the cupboard-under-the-stairs is a space where the stairwell outside, leading to the next floor, intrudes on the space of this house, creating a sort of plasterboard bubble (like the ones the earth has, see above) which you could easily overlook, as we did when we first moved in. But one evening, when I got back from a tiresome day with the polystyrene people, I found my wife staring fixedly at the wall. That wasn’t like her. “What’s the matter?” I said.


“That wall,” she replied. “It’s not right.”


“It’s a wall.”


“It’s an anomaly,” she corrected. “It doesn’t correspond.”


“You’ve lost me.”


She explained irritably. The wall in this room projected further into the living space than it did in the room next door. She made me follow her and quantify, with a tape measure.


“So it does,” I said. “What’s for dinner?”


She got a hammer and knocked on the offending wall. It was hollow.


I was the one who made the connection between the partition and the stairwell. She was the one who hit on the idea of knocking through and creating some much-needed storage space. She got a builder in, and for a week or so the air was thick with dust and the floor was covered in plastic groundsheets, and when everything got back to normal we had a cupboard, with a door on it. I don’t know what she put in there, only that I was forbidden to clutter it up with my junk. I forgot about it – which in retrospect is a strange thing to do – and hadn’t given it a thought for a very long time. Certainly not since she left me.


So, having remembered it, I went to look for it. It wasn’t there.


Now it’s entirely possible that at some point before she left, she got sick of it and had it boarded up and plastered over, and neglected to tell me. She did things like that, reasonably arguing that I wasn’t interested anyhow, so why waste her breath? I think I’d have noticed another intrusion by builders, but maybe she had it done at the same time as something else, and I simply didn’t register the departure of the cupboard. Possible verging on quite likely. Far more likely than that a cupboard should have healed over, like a cut lip.


I tapped around till the wall sounded hollow, then attacked it with a hammer and a big screwdriver. I’m not a violent man, but by the time I’d finally located the boarded-up door and got it open, that wall knew it had been in a fight. Just as well I don’t go faint at the sight of rubble.


Eyrengrove Lodge; a clue, and I was too thick to pick up on it. Eggs, for crying out loud; the thin hard shell, and, inside, the shapeless potential (once it hatches, it can be anything it wants to). And if you think that sounds a trifle far-fetched, consider the blowfly and other similarly utterly charming creatures, who lay their eggs in cuts and wounds. Or maybe I’m just looking too hard for connections, like a tenured scholar. Eggs and snails and puppy-dogs’ tails; once I’m in the room, my brain starts to race and I come up with all sorts of weird stuff.


So that was where she’d stored all her finished paintings. A stupid choice, as it turned out, because the damp had got to them. The faces were spoiled and twisted with mould, swollen into lumps with moisture, blurred and melted, as you’d imagine a human face might be after three months in quicklime. Several of them had been leached almost blank. Most were beyond recognition. There was one which I think was me, but the canvas had rotted away, leaving a big hole where my face should have been. The only one that had survived intact was a portrait of my father, in his ceremonial clobber for receiving his prize. I have to say, it was a fantastic piece of work – my father in his habit, as he lived – and she’d caught the old devil to perfection, even though she’d never met him and must have been working off a few old blurred photographs she found on some website.


 



 



THAT NIGHT, I had the most appalling nightmare. I remember it all vividly, but I’d rather not talk about it.


I woke up to find that the post had already arrived. There was the usual random crap, and a letter. It was on good quality paper and the letterhead was the Department of Theoretical Mathematics of the University of – well, none of your business where.


They were pleased to be able to inform me that one of their research fellows, a Dr Shastri, had successfully disproved the disproof of my father’s theory. A fat wad of equations was enclosed. It meant nothing to me, and everything. My father’s work, the letter went on, was thereby vindicated, and the proof would be published in some journal with a long and instantly forgettable name in six months time. The letter was signed by someone I hadn’t heard of, the Someone-or-other Professor of Theoretical Maths.


Some things you simply can’t afford to take on trust. There was a phone number on the letterhead. I rang it. No reply, which was fair enough, given that where they were, it was 3am. I spent an agonising day waiting around until it was nine in the morning over there, and phoned. The professor was surprised to hear from me, but very pleased. He confirmed it: everything in the letter was true. Then I thanked him. No, thank you, he said. I made an excuse and ended the call. Then, just to be sure, I Googled him and his department and his university, just to make sure they existed. They did. So that was all right.


I tried shape-shifting a few times after that, but of course it didn’t work any more. I tried calling my agent, but the number just rang and rang. So I went into the room and packed the armour up in a collection of old cardboard boxes, and sure enough the buyer called to collect it almost immediately afterwards. He didn’t want the sword, and I’ve kept that, as a sort of trophy; mounted on the wall, in lieu of all those spoiled paintings.


After that, I must confess, I cancelled my endowment of the Someone-or-other Chair of Theoretical Mathematics at the University of wherever. For one thing, I could no longer afford it, since I couldn’t shape-shift any more; the endowment had bled me of every penny I ever earned by shape-shifting, so I figured they’d had their fair share out of me. Also, there was no more need, was there? They’d done what I asked them, eventually.


 



 



NATURALLY, I HAVE a hypothesis or two, but I’m not going to share them with you. If my life has taught me anything, it’s that no good ever comes of publishing your theories.


Well, almost. I have a theory about why I got stabbed. My guess is that I was set up by the man who hired me. I think he wanted to appear to be dead without actually dying; so he hired me to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, and another poor fool to stick me with a knife. My survival must have come as a bitter disappointment to him, but what the hell. I’ve disappointed better men than him in my time, God only knows.


But (if I’m right) that was really just a side-show and nothing to do with the main issue – unless I actually died as a result of the stabbing and was re-animated, zombie-like, by the room. That would account for my lack of vital signs, but not for the subsequent all-clear from the doctor when I was examined in my own shape, or my continued existence, come to that. Unless it was my shape-shifted avatar that died, while my true form – and so on, and so forth. Mere speculation with an insufficiency of data. Bad science. Men have burned in hell for less, apparently.


For the rest; don’t ask me. I’m very poor these days, living off the trickle of royalties from my father’s books (now triumphantly back in print since he’s been vindicated; they sell like hot cakes in academic circles. Just like hot cakes. When did you last buy a hot cake?) so I can’t afford to endow a chair to tell me what happened, or what it meant, or whether it was even possible.


The question I ask myself is: after all that, bearing in mind the true, awful significance of my father’s work and the sheer hell I lived through for so long (why, this is hell, nor am I out of it; see above, and passim), is this really just a stupid, cliché-ridden, titillate-your-atrophied-survival-instincts ghost story? Or is it something that can be written up for the journals, a case study in deliberate manipulation of the third space – which I do think they ought to name after him, in the tradition of America, Van Diemen’s Land or the Murray River; he discovered it, after all, so it really should bear his name.


I kept hoping that now it was all over, my wife would come back. She hasn’t. I suspected, and now I believe, that she’s gone forever. I think the house digested her, at the same time it made sauerkraut out of her paintings, and me. I read a good joke in a book once. Death rescues a man from drowning. What did you save me for, the man asks. For later, says Death. Yup, that’s me.


My fault, of course. I brought my father into this house, which he then took for his own, somewhere he could finally call home. I carried him everywhere with me, like Aeneas did from the flames of Troy upon his shoulder the old Anchises bear, like the snail. My fault. Serves me right for being from all over the bloody place.


Talking of names, by the way, I changed mine. Call it a last desperate act of shape-shifting. My letters now arrive addressed to D. Grey, and it’s really depressing how few people get the reference. Also, I redecorated – boy, did I redecorate, though I still can’t shift that lingering smell of petrol, if that’s what it is. I did it all myself. Five layers of wallpaper on every wall, sealed with ten coats of emulsion; also, I put three good-quality mortise locks on the door of the room and threw the keys in the river. If the priest ever comes back, he can stay in his hole and rot.
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Tara and Harry Newton have just bought the beautiful Irongrove Lodge, an ideal place to raise their children, Cory and Adrienne. But they are far from the first inhabitants of this house.

  


Bizarre written messages, unnatural infestations and phantoms noises are just the first fruits of the gnawing spiritual hunger that possesses the ancient building; and soon, Tara and Harry will find out that to buy a house and to own it are two very different things...
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“All right. Here’s another haunted house story for you. Pay attention. There will be questions later. Maybe even a written exam!”

  


Irongrove Lodge is a house of stories. It draws those with tales to tell, and it shapes it inhabitants through its own constantly evolving story.

  


An extraordinary boy finds an extraordinary place. When he opens a door that shouldn’t be there, he finds himself gripped by a story that must be told. But how to explain what happened? How to tell a story full of impossible things?
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Irongrove Lodge gets under your skin, insinuating itself into your thoughts; whispering terrible things, demanding the ultimate sacrifice.

  


Malika and Robin believe that the house will be the fresh start they need, a real fixer-upper with ‘so much potential.’ When they discover a former resident’s old photo album, things began to change. Robin throws himself into renovating the Lodge, little aware that every change he makes is being revisited upon him tenfold. Robin is changing, and for Malika it may already be too late to save him.
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