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For Patrick Yarker 
An inspirational English teacher  

It was the offspring of happy days,  
when death and grief were but words,  
which found no true echo in my heart. 
Mary Shelley on Frankenstein 


The National Museum  of Echo Technology 
Since the trial, Liphook had found herself feeling increasingly nostalgic. She didn’t like it. All the other pensioners on the coach might have been content to witter on about the old days but Liphook had never been interested in looking back.  
Only now that her memories were shifting and twisting did it feel important to try to cling on to the truth. A part of her hoped that by remembering, she would be able to make it more real. 
She stared out at the lush landscape of Wellcome Valley. It had always bored her. The coach followed the winding valley road, passing rolling hills, tall trees and fast-flowing rivers.  
All of it so very dull.  
‘You have arrived at the National Museum of Echo Technology,’ said the electronic announcement when the coach pulled into the car park. 
Liphook waited for all the old people to shuffle off before standing up and making her way along the aisle. Every step hurt.  
‘Do you need a hand, love?’ asked the driver. 
‘I’m fine,’ she replied quickly. She didn’t want the driver’s sympathy. She climbed off the coach and prayed that her legs didn’t give up on her and justify his concerns. The doctors had recommended walking with a stick. All that technology at their disposal and that’s all they could suggest. A stick. Liphook refused to walk with a stick.  
By the time she reached the edge of the car park, the pensioners were already in the queue at the bottom of the steps. She recalled how different it had been when she had first visited the place. There had been a field where the car park now stood. The trees that lined the field had been chopped down and steps built where there had been a slope. During the trial, she had explained how one of the rainiest months since records began had made the slope muddy and treacherous, but now that she tried to bring it to mind, she couldn’t even remember what month it had been.  
‘Can I help you?’ The enthusiastic young man wore a bright orange T-shirt with the logo of an arrow doubling back on itself to form a globe. ‘There’s an escalator a little further along.’  
‘I’m fine.’ Liphook went to step down but her leg wobbled and her body lurched forward. With no handrail, she would have fallen if the young man hadn’t caught her. He was stronger than he looked. Or she was lighter than she realised.  
‘Thank you,’ she muttered.  
‘Please, I’m supposed to look busy,’ said the young man. ‘Would you mind letting me walk down with you? Otherwise they’ll have me picking up rubbish again.’ 
Liphook nodded and held out her arm, but her pride prevented her acknowledging his kindness. Slowly they made their way down the steps together. 
‘Have you come far today?’ asked the man. 
‘It feels like a long way, yes,’ said Liphook. ‘You live here in the valley, do you?’ 
‘Yes. It’s beautiful this time of year.’ 
‘It won’t last.’ 
The man caught her eye but found no indication that she was joking. Liphook had always hated Wellcome Valley, even during the summer months when she first arrived.  
At the bottom of the steps, she looked at the queue snaking around the side of the building.  
‘Will it take long?’ she asked. 
‘Oh, that’s the queue for the general public,’ said the young man. ‘Special guests like you can go straight in.’ 
For a moment, Liphook wondered if he had recognised her, but from the way he winked she understood that he was being kind again.  
‘Thank you,’ she said. As a police officer, she had been used to jumping queues so felt no embarrassment about it. 
She sat down on a bench inside the museum while the young man purchased her ticket.  
‘Would you like me to accompany you?’ he asked when he returned. ‘After all, I am here to help.’ He turned around, revealing the back of his T-shirt with the words: Any Questions? ‘Is there any specific reason for your visit today?’ 
‘I’ve been here before,’ said Liphook. 
‘Well, you’ll find we’ve got a lot of new features. The aim is to keep up with the technology and ensure that the museum stays relevant.’ 
‘It’s hard to stay relevant,’ she replied before accepting the man’s help to stand. Together they went through a door into a room full of scientific equipment. The hologram of an annoyingly cheerful woman greeted them. 
‘Hello,’ it said, ‘welcome to the discovery room, where Professor David Maguire created the first time particle accelerator, also known as an echo —’ 
‘Can you turn that off?’ interrupted Liphook grumpily. 
The hologram vanished.  
‘Sorry,’ said the man. ‘So this room has been recreated exactly as it would have been when Professor Maguire was working here.’ 
‘It looks different to me,’ said Liphook. 
‘Really? Because I’ve seen footage and I think they’ve done an amazing job,’ said the young man. 
‘It’s not the same,’ said Liphook. 
‘When exactly did you come here?’ 
‘Before it was a museum,’ replied Liphook. 
The young man looked at her with renewed interest. ‘What’s different?’ he asked. ‘I’m sure our experts would love to speak to an actual eyewitness. They’re always looking for ways to make it more authentic.’ 
‘As I recall, there was more blood,’ said Liphook. 

Scarlett White 
It was another miserable day in the valley. The sky was so dark I wondered if the sun had bothered to rise at all that morning. The long winter term had already dragged on for ever and we weren’t even halfway through yet. I could hardly remember the summer holidays, and those blue skies were now hidden behind a thick layer of cloud that rolled over the mountaintops.  
No matter how far back I stood in the bus shelter it was impossible to avoid getting wet. When the bus arrived, its front wheel hit a large puddle, ensuring that any part of me that had been dry was now wet.  
‘Ready, Eddie?’ said the driver. ‘Then jump on board and hold on steady, Eddie.’ 
Bill, the bus driver, made the same journey every day along the winding road that connected the towns, villages and clusters of houses of the valley. He had rhyming greetings for all the pupils. They were set on the first day he picked you up and remained unchanged until the last day he dropped you off. 
I found my usual seat next to Angus. 
‘Morning,’ he said. ‘Anything amazing to report?’  
‘Funny you should ask,’ I replied. ‘Last night I caught a jet to Hawaii. First class, of course. I joined a circus, learned to juggle fire, ate the world’s biggest hamburger and wrestled a live bear.’ 
‘Better than a dead one.’ 
‘A dead one would have been easier.’ 
Angus smiled. ‘I’ve been busy finalising the project,’ he said.  
‘Finalising the project,’ I repeated. He made it sound like we were working on some kind of secret government mission rather than climbing trees. 
‘That’s right,’ he said, ignoring my sarcasm. ‘You and I are going to attempt the Ten Top Challenge – something never attempted before.’ 
‘Maybe that’s because it’s pointless.’ 
‘Pointless? Was it pointless to climb Everest? Was it pointless to reach the North Pole or land on the moon? No. It needed to be done, as does this. Ten trees, seven days, us two. This, my soggy friend, is the stuff of dreams.’ 
‘Who dreams about climbing trees?’ I said, knowing the answer full well. Angus dreamed about climbing trees. He had spent weeks preparing for this half term, identifying the ten tallest trees in the valley and setting us the challenge of climbing every one. I never understood his obsession but, since I could never think of anything better to do, I went with him, although I was more cautious than him and often insisted we stop and go back down.  
The valley was such a boring place that you had to go out of your way to find anything even remotely thrilling to do, which might also have explained Bill’s driving. He rarely slowed down for corners but even he had to lift his foot off the accelerator when it came to one sharp turn. We all called it Death Drop Point because, even though it was more of a big slope than a sudden drop, there was a story about a woman who lost control of her car once and drove over the edge. Her name was Melody Dane. She was my mother.  
Angus drew a face in the condensation with his index finger. Two large droplets ran down from the lips and made it look like a vampire. Bill slammed on the brakes and stopped the bus, sending us into the seats in front. 
‘One of these days he’ll kill someone,’ said Angus.  
‘I wonder why we’re stopping here?’ I said.  
‘We must have a newbie.’ Angus wiped away the vampire face. ‘Funny day to start school, the Thursday before half term.’  
A girl stepped onto the bus. Her coat hood hid her face but her red, curly hair poked out the sides. 
‘Wellcome Valley School?’ said Bill. 
‘Yes,’ she replied. 
‘That’s lucky because it’s the only place we go.’ Bill looked as though he was hoping for some acknowledgment of what he considered a joke, but none came. ‘What’s your name, then?’ 
‘Scarlett White.’  
It was a credit to Bill’s rhyme-making abilities that he barely needed time to think about it. ‘All right, Miss White, take a seat and hold on tight.’ 
The girl pushed her hood back, allowing her hair to drop onto her shoulders and turning my brain to mush. This girl with her yellow raincoat, red hair and green-blue eyes was the single most colourful thing I had ever seen in our grey valley. I must have been staring because she threw me a funny look before sitting in the seat in front of us.  
Angus leaned forward and said, ‘That’s set in stone now.’  
‘What?’ The girl turned to look at him between the seats. 
‘Bill’s rhyme. Every time you get on the bus you’ll hear that. Until the end of time. He’s got a memory like an elephant.’ 
‘And the driving skills of one too,’ replied the girl as the bus lurched sharply around a corner. 
Angus elbowed me, but I was still trying to remember how to talk. The girl turned back around and Angus nudged me again.  
‘Where did you come from?’ I blurted out. 
It came out wrong. It sounded like I was accusing her of having jumped out from a hiding spot. I put the emphasis on ‘you’ when it should have been on any other word in what had been a stupid question in the first place. 
The girl didn’t seem to notice and replied, ‘I just moved here.’ 
‘Then welcome to Wellcome Valley,’ said Angus. ‘Wherever you’ve come from, it won’t compare to the thrills and spills that await you here. We’ve got it all, haven’t we, Eddie?’ 
I smiled stupidly. 
Angus continued. ‘Oh yes, we’ve got rain, clouds, sheep, hills, trees. I could go on but, well  …  that’s it, isn’t it, Eddie?’ Angus chuckled. ‘In fact, sometimes we get worried we’re going to burst with excitement, don’t we, Eddie?’ 
Why did every single one of Angus’s statements have to end with a question directed at me? Couldn’t he see I had lost the ability to speak? 
I was grateful when the girl responded. ‘It seems okay here to me.’ 
Angus snorted. ‘Okay? You’ve arrived in literally the dullest place on the planet and you think it seems okay. Just you wait, eh, Eddie?’ 

The Value of Community 
A couple of months into Liphook’s first job on the Wellcome Valley police force, Sergeant Copeland had asked her to go and talk to a hall full of school children about the value of community.  
She had never been comfortable speaking to a crowd so watched with dread as the children filed into the hall. Back then Liphook was young, eager and ambitious, and Wellcome Valley was the last place she wanted to be. One day she hoped to become a detective and solve real crimes, just like her fictional heroes who had inspired her to join the force, but first she had to get through this school assembly. 
‘How long have you been teaching at the school?’ she asked Mrs Lewis, the deputy head. 
‘Fifteen years,’ she replied, twitching her head and scowling at children in that way Liphook remembered teachers doing when she was at school.  
‘Fifteen years,’ repeated Liphook, hoping the horror in her voice wasn’t too obvious. 
‘Yes, I was a student at the school too. Wellcome Valley is one of those places that seeps into your pores.’ 
A shiver ran down PC Liphook’s back at the thought of this dull place infecting her blood. Personally, she intended to get out as soon as possible.  
Once the hall was full, Mrs Lewis gave a short introduction, warning the children to listen, and Liphook began. 
‘Community,’ she said. ‘Who can tell me what that word means?’ 
Not a single hand went up.  
‘Come on,’ said Mrs Lewis with an exasperated sigh. 
Three children raised their hands. Liphook pointed at them, one at a time and they gave their answers.  
‘Looking out for each other.’ 
‘Being selfless.’ 
‘Sticking to the rules.’  
Liphook nodded, then looked down at her cards and talked nervously about the importance of acting responsibly, being good citizens and the role of the police. Unfortunately, her planned speech was considerably shorter than the time allotted, and when she glanced at her watch she was dismayed that she had barely filled ten minutes and had run out of things to say. 
‘Maybe we should pause here for some questions,’ she said, praying someone had a question. 
Looking out into the hall, most of her audience looked as bored as she was. One hand went up.  
‘Yes?’ said Liphook. ‘What’s your question?’ 
‘Have you ever shot anyone?’ asked the pupil. 
‘No. Armed police are a special division. Police officers such as myself do not carry guns.’ She tried not to sound as disappointed as the boy looked. 
Another hand. ‘Have you ever been shot?’ 
‘No,’ she said. 
Mrs Lewis was back on her feet. ‘Does anyone have a question not about shooting?’ 
A young boy in the front row asked, ‘Have you ever shot a gun at all?’  
‘That’s still about shooting,’ warned Mrs Lewis.  
PC Liphook would have been happy talking about guns and shooting for the rest of the session, but Mrs Lewis seemed keen to move things on. ‘I’ve got a question, actually,’ she said. ‘Tell me, Officer Liphook, is it true that Wellcome Valley has the lowest crime rate in the country?’ 
‘I think there’s an island in Scotland with lower figures but that’s because it’s populated mostly by sheep,’ replied Liphook.  
‘Doesn’t that make your job really boring?’ asked a boy three rows back. 
‘Angus Sandling, how many times do I have to say, “Hands up,” if you have a question? Besides, I am sure Officer Liphook has quite enough to occupy her here.’ 
‘That’s right,’ lied Liphook. ‘Besides, police work can cover all kinds of things. It isn’t like it’s made to look on TV.’ 
‘You mean interesting?’ said Angus, making the whole hall laugh and causing Liphook’s cheeks to redden. ‘Don’t you wish there would be a murder or something?’ 
‘Do I have to send you out, Angus?’ demanded Mrs Lewis. ‘I’m very sorry about this.’ 
‘It’s quite all right,’ said Liphook. ‘I’d like to answer that one, if it’s all right with you.’ 
‘Oh, really? Very well.’ Mrs Lewis sat down. 
‘Who likes to watch detective shows?’ asked Liphook, finally on a subject she could talk about.  
About half of the pupils put their hands up. 
‘Me too,’ said Liphook. ‘On TV, I can’t get enough murder.’ 
The laughter boosted Liphook’s confidence. 
‘On TV, I love seeing bad people doing bad things. It’s exciting and fun to watch. Can anyone tell me why?’ 
‘Because someone gets killed,’ said a girl at the back. 
‘Yes, but people get killed by things other than murder,’ she said. ‘Car crashes, diseases, old age. Why don’t we sit down and watch shows about those things? I’ll tell you why. Because murder involves someone removing something unique: another person’s life. There’s no going back from that. It’s not something that can be fixed or replaced. It’s an irreversible crime. Kill someone and you have changed the world forever. Not for the better, but for the worse.’ 
There was silence in the hall. Liphook wondered why she had just given a speech about murder to a bunch of school kids. Considering how inappropriate this was, it was interesting to note that she had their attention more totally than at any other point during the talk. Even the teachers along the side of the hall who had been marking papers had stopped to listen. 
‘Well, I’m sure you all found that very informative,’ said Mrs Lewis. ‘I know I’ve learned a lot about how we can make our community a better place. Let’s show our appreciation for Officer Liphook.’ 

Embracing the Chaos 
I wasn’t the only one in class who thought Scarlett worthy of attention. At lunchtime, I sat with Angus, watching all the various groups of girls buzzing around, trying to recruit her. 
‘It’s only because she’s new,’ said Angus. 
‘I don’t think it’s just that,’ I replied. 
‘Course it is. Take these meatballs.’ He held one up on his fork. ‘Now, I like these meatballs but if one Thursday they had something different – I don’t know, sausages, maybe – I’d go for them because it’d be something different.’ 
‘You’re wrong,’ I said. ‘It’s because she clearly doesn’t care about any of this. Look at her. She would happily sit there on her own, and they all know that. That’s why they’re all interested in her.’ 
Scarlett glanced up from her food and caught my eye. I looked away. 
‘So you’re saying that this meatball only seems boring because it wants to be eaten,’ said Angus.  
I laughed. ‘Exactly. What you need is a meatball that’s not bothered about being eaten. That would be an amazing meatball.’ 
Scarlett’s popularity meant that by the time we were sitting down for English, the last lesson of the day, I had failed to add to the five words I had blurted at her on the bus. Somehow, while trying to choose a desk near her, but not wanting to make it obvious that’s what I was doing, we ended up on opposite sides of the room. 
Mr Cornish, who taught English, was different from the other teachers. While they all stood at the front during lessons, going on and on, Cornish moved around the room, engaged in a kind of strange dance to the different threads of conversation as they shot off in all directions. Embracing the chaos was how he put it. He believed that all ideas were worth expressing, which made him extremely easy to distract. He also had this funny idea about not allowing hands up in class, instead plucking answers from whoever he chose. His classes were nerve-racking but it did keep you on your toes.  
Sometimes he gave me a lift home because he lived in the same direction. He liked to talk, whether it was about the environment or politics or personal things, like how I felt about growing up without a mother or father.  
‘Monsters,’ said Cornish, once we had settled down. ‘I want us to name as many monsters as we can, comrades.’ 
He always called us that. When we asked why, he said it meant friend and was as good a word as any. On his first day he had asked us to call him Patrick, but it felt weird so most of us stuck with sir or Comrade Cornish or just Cornish. 
‘Er  …  Vampires?’ 
‘Dragons.’ 
‘Werewolves.’ 
Answers came from various parts of the room.  
‘Yes, shout them out. Let’s fill the board.’ Cornish was embracing the chaos, trying to write down the names as fast as we could yell them.  
‘How about you, Scarlett?’ he said once the obvious ones had been accounted for. ‘Can you add anything?’  
All that day, the other teachers had needed to double check the name of the new girl, but Cornish had obviously taken the time to learn it.  
‘Mankind,’ she replied. 
Cornish tossed the marker pen in the air, spun around, clicked his fingers and caught it. ‘Very good,’ he said. ‘I’d prefer we use the term humankind, but you’re right –  humans are the most deadly monsters of all.’ 
‘How d’you work that out?’ asked a boy called Tom. 
‘Humans are responsible for creating all of these other monsters.’ Cornish tapped the pen on the board. 
‘Humans didn’t create dinosaurs,’ said Angus, who had suggested a T-Rex as his monster.  
‘No, but we attached the label to it,’ said Mr Cornish. ‘Tyrannosaurus Rex was no different to any other species. It was born, grew up, ate a lot, pooped a lot, and died, just like we all do. Then we came along, dug up its bones, gave it a scary name and turned it into a monster. In films, they’re always attacking humans but if there had been an evolutionary overlap, I’ll bet you anything we would pose a much greater threat to them. We humans are more destructive and terrifying than any made-up monster. Which brings us to the book we’ll be looking at over the next few weeks.’ 
On his desk was a pile of books, which Cornish randomly distributed amongst the class. The one that landed in front of me had a picture of a bearded man sitting at a desk. It looked like an old painting. The man’s skin had a yellowy glow from the candlelight and he was holding a big jar of liquid. On the front was the title of the book: Frankenstein. 
‘Why are these books all different? Mine’s falling apart,’ complained a girl behind me.  
‘Don’t panic, comrades, they all have the same words on the inside,’ said Cornish. 
‘But we all know this story,’ said Angus. ‘Man makes monster.’ 
‘You mean you know what happens. That isn’t the same as knowing the story,’ said Cornish. ‘And, as you can see, I’ve managed to beg, borrow and steal enough copies for you all to each have one but I will want the books back, so please treat them with respect.’ He snatched a copy from someone who had been bending back its spine. ‘So, can anyone tell me this book’s alternative title?’ 
‘The Modern Prometheus,’ said Scarlett.  
‘Very good, Comrade White,’ said Cornish, clearly impressed. ‘And do you know who Prometheus was?’ 
‘He was an ancient Greek myth. He stole fire from the gods to give to mankind.’ 
‘Perfect. You see, comrades, ever since we crawled out of the primordial sludge, humans have created imaginary monsters. We have always invented things that terrify us, but what could be more terrifying than climate change or the destruction of the rainforests? What is more nightmarish than a nuclear fall-out zone? Humans, with our endless desire to push back boundaries, are the greatest monsters of all. Which is precisely what Mary Shelley is trying to tell us in this, a book written when she was only a few years older than you. Now, let’s see how she begins her masterpiece, shall we?’ 

Something Strange 
Cornish grabbed me as I was walking out of class. ‘I’m going straight off tonight, Eddie, if you want a lift home,’ he said.  
‘Thanks,’ I replied.  
‘How about you, Angus?’ he asked. 
‘I’m getting picked up by the noise-mobile,’ Angus replied. 
‘Just you and me then, Eddie,’ said Cornish. ‘I’ll see you by the car once I’m done here.’  
I followed Angus into the corridor, having lost Scarlett in the throng.  
‘I thought you’d want to take the love bus home,’ said Angus. 
‘Shut up.’  
‘Come on, you’ve been staring at her all day.’ 
‘It’s not like that,’ I protested, trying to hide my embarrassment. ‘It’s just that I think I recognise her from somewhere.’  
‘You mean from your dreams?’ said Angus with a wide grin. 
‘No. From I’m not sure when.’ As I said this, I found myself wondering if there was some truth to my lie. Had I met Scarlett before? There was something familiar about her. When I first heard her voice I realised it was how I had expected her to sound. But that couldn’t be possible. That would mean I had forgotten her. 
Angus and I stepped out into the drizzly car park and I spotted her getting on the bus. 
‘Why do you think she’s here?’ asked Angus. 
‘What d’you mean?’ 
‘Who moves to Wellcome Valley in the middle of term? Who starts school on a Thursday?’ 
‘Last call for anywhere but here,’ yelled Bill. 
‘Never gets old,’ I said, watching the bus doors close. 
Outside the gates, a car flashed its lights. ‘I’d offer you a lift,’ said Angus, ‘only, with the terrible twins and the devil’s spawn, it’s lucky I can still get in myself. I’ve told my mum that’s enough now. No more kids.’  
One of Angus’s brothers opened the door, allowing the din from within to escape. Angus’s mum was shouting at the twins while their baby brother screamed his head off, presumably so that he didn’t feel left out.  
‘I’ll see you tomorrow for more of the same,’ said Angus. 
Once he had gone there was nothing to distract me from the cold, so I was relieved to see Cornish leaving the school building. He was walking extremely quickly and I had to jog to get to his car at the same time. He stopped and looked at me. In the dim lighting of the car park it was hard to read his expression, but it seemed as though he didn’t recognise me.  
‘Are you all right, sir?’ I asked. 
‘Eddie Dane?’ He said it like he was plucking my name from the depths of his memory. He looked at the car keys in his hand, then back to me. ‘What do you want?’ he asked. 
‘You offered me a lift,’ I replied, beginning to wonder if I had misunderstood. 
‘Did I? Yes, of course I did. Sorry, Eddie. Lots on my mind today.’ 
He unlocked the car and we both got in. He looked at the dashboard, patted the steering wheel as though checking it wasn’t a mirage, and started the engine. It revved louder than usual and it took him a moment to find reverse.  
‘So, Eddie. Eddie Dane. How are you? How’s your mother?’ he asked. 
‘My mother, sir? She’s  …  well, you know, still dead.’ 
The indicator ticked as loudly as the clock in my grandma’s living room. I had discussed my mother’s death with Cornish a couple of weeks ago. He wanted to know how I felt about it. I said it was ancient history. He said it was okay to feel sad about things that had happened a long time ago. I told him that when I was about five or six years old, I would get so upset about it that I would hold my breath until I passed out. I said I didn’t feel like that anymore. He asked how I did feel. I replied that I felt empty. 
How could he have forgotten all that? ‘Dead?’ he said. 
‘The last time I checked,’ I replied.  
‘Who killed her?’ 
‘Who? No one. She  …  She died in a car accident.’  
‘Right, and your father?’ 
‘Er, I never knew him. Are you all right, sir?’ I said. 
He stared at me for an unnerving amount of time considering he was driving and should have been looking at the road. ‘Sorry, of course, I got mixed up,’ he said at last. ‘Long day. You know how it is. I meant to ask about your  …  er  … ’  
‘My grandma?’ I helped him out. ‘Ruby’s fine. Well, you know, up and down, as usual.’ 
‘Right.’ He switched on the radio, fumbling with the controls so that it blasted out loud static. The signal was never very good this low in the valley. He turned it down but made no effort to tune it in. Songs and spoken words fought to be heard above the spitting, hissing noise. Neither Cornish nor I spoke for the rest of the journey. We listened to the static until we reached my house where I quickly got out of the car. 
‘Look, Eddie,’ he said, ‘I’m sorry about me. Like I say, I’ve got a lot on my mind right now.’ 
‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’ 
I slammed the door shut then watched the red tail lights of his car vanishing into the gloom. 

Something Nothingy 
I felt unsettled after the journey with Cornish but the quiet burbling of a quiz show from the dimly lit living room indicated I had more pressing problems. Ruby was having one of her down days. 
My grandma’s life was divided into normal days, down days and up days. On a normal day she would go to the shops, cook the dinner and ask me about school, but these were getting increasingly rare. On up days she had the energy to paint and create. On the down days she could barely lift herself off the sofa to fetch a glass of water, but at least I didn’t have to spend the evening cleaning paint off everything. 
The sight of Ruby sprawled on the sofa with the curtains drawn, lit only by the flickering images of the TV, confirmed that today was a down day.  
‘What you watching?’ I asked.  
She looked up. ‘Something nothingy,’ she replied.  
‘How are you feeling?’ 
‘The same.’ 
‘I’ll make tea tonight, Grandma,’ I said, trying to remain upbeat. ‘You okay with pasta, Grandma?’ 
She nodded. The use of the banned G-word was intended to get a reaction but she didn’t even notice. I began to clear the coffee table of mugs and plates when something pricked my finger.  
‘Ow.’ I pulled it away and saw a droplet of blood. 
‘There’s broken glass,’ said Ruby.  
I switched on the main light. 
‘Too bright.’ She shrunk back like a vampire in sunlight. 
There was smashed glass all over the table from a broken picture frame. I swallowed my anger, checked that the photograph was intact, and went to find a dustpan and brush. In the kitchen I noticed that the gas hob had been left on. I switched off the flickering blue flame and went back into the lounge to clean up the mess. Once I had swept up all the bits of glass, I carried the frame to the kitchen, carefully removed the picture and threw the rest in the bin with the glass.  
It was typical down day stuff but I was annoyed because it was the only picture I had of my mother. In the photograph, Melody was standing in front of an old green door. She was wearing dungarees, holding a hand up to shield her eyes from the glare of the sun. It was overexposed so the top half of her face was too dark while the rest looked like a ghost. I had often wondered about what lay behind that green door and why my mother posed in front it. Ruby said she didn’t know where it was taken but, from the pregnant swell of my mother’s stomach, I had worked out it must have been taken a few months before I was born. 
‘Sorry,’ said Ruby, having finally hoisted herself off the sofa. ‘I had one of my moments.’ 
‘It’s the only photo I’ve got,’ I said.  
‘I know. I’m sorry. Though, you know, Eddie, photos only show you what things look like on the outside,’ said Ruby. ‘It’s more important to understand what’s on the inside.’ 
‘She was my mother,’ I said. ‘I’d like to remember what she looked like on the outside.’  
In the living room dramatic music came on the television as a quiz show contestant reached the final round.  
‘Don’t idolise Melody,’ said Ruby.  
‘There’s not much chance of that with you around to remind me what a terrible mother she was.’ I felt bad as soon as I said it. Not because it was unfair but because Ruby was unable to defend herself on down days.  
‘Life isn’t a perfect thing,’ she said. ‘When your mother drove off that road, we both got lumbered, didn’t we? I wasn’t an award-winning mother the first time around but Melody’s death made prisoners of us both.’ 
‘We’re all right, Ruby,’ I said, not wanting to send her spiralling any deeper into self-pity. 
‘You’re a good lad, Eddie.’ Her voice wavered. Although it had been her who had almost destroyed the only picture I had of my mother, it was now down to me to make her feel better. That’s just how it was on down days. ‘I know ours is not much of a life,’ she said. ‘Maybe we’ll do better next time, eh, lad?’ 
‘I’ll go and cook,’ I said.  
‘Thank you.’ 
Before beginning the hunt for something edible in the kitchen, I carried the photograph to my bedroom. I slipped it inside my copy of Frankenstein and placed the book next to my bedside clock. It was my own fault for framing it and leaving it downstairs on the mantelpiece, but I had thought it might be nice to have some evidence of the missing member of our family. Angus’s house was full of pictures of him and his brothers. There was an entire wall in the kitchen with photographs of them all at various ages and stages of their lives, including embarrassing ones of him naked as a baby. I loved that wall because it was full of memories. My life with Ruby wasn’t like that. In our family, memories were something better kept hidden. 

Cornishstein 
It was raining even harder on Friday morning. I stood at the bus stop working on a list of possible things to say to Scarlett but I wasn’t happy with any of them. When the bus arrived, I tried and failed to avoid the puddle splash before getting on. 
‘Ready, Eddie? Then jump on board and hold on steady, Eddie.’ 
I found my usual seat next to Angus and filled him in on my strange journey home with Cornish.  
‘Maybe he’s got amnesia,’ suggested Angus. ‘I saw this thing on TV about it once. It had this guy who woke up one day and forgot who his wife was. Mind you, when you saw the wife, you did wonder whether he was only pretending.’ 
‘I don’t think Cornish had forgotten who I was,’ I said. ‘He remembered my name.’ 
‘But he forgot that he was giving you a lift home?’ 
‘And about Melody.’ 
‘Are you sure you had told him?’ 
‘Yes,’ I said. ‘It came up after that discussion we had in class about orphans a few weeks back. He was worried he had upset me.’ 
‘Maybe he’s having a breakdown. I’ve never really understood what that means, though. Is it like when a car breaks down and you just need new bits?’ 
‘Don’t ask me. I don’t think Ruby’s ever worked well enough to break down.’ 
The bus screeched to a halt.  
‘All right, Miss White, take a seat and hold on tight,’ yelled Bill.  
I felt stupidly excited when Scarlett sat in the seat in front of us again because it meant that this was now her seat of choice. There would be lots of opportunities to talk to her, which was handy because, yet again, I was dumbstruck by her presence, meaning that it was up to Angus to speak.  
‘How was your first day in the centre of the universe?’ he asked. 
She swivelled around in her seat, gripping the side as Bill took a corner at the speed of a racing-car driver with a death wish. ‘Why do you call it that?’ she said. 
‘Oh you know, because it’s so exciting around here, isn’t it, Eddie?’ replied Angus. 
‘Thrilling,’ I said, bringing my total number of words in Scarlett’s presence to six. Six! A baby could make better small talk than this. I needed to pull something good out of the bag if I was going to hold her attention.  
‘How do you know all that stuff about Frankenstein?’ I asked. It was supposed to sound casual and off-hand. It was supposed to sound interested but not desperate. It sounded like an interrogation. 
‘I’ve read it,’ she said. I wanted to die. 
‘Frankenstein.’ Angus clicked his fingers. ‘That’s it.’ 
‘What’s he talking about?’ asked Scarlett.  
I was so distracted by the way she looked at me that I almost forgot to answer. 
‘No idea,’ I said eventually. Not a great reply but nor was it painfully awful.  
‘Eddie got a lift back with Comrade Cornish last night but he’d lost his memory.’ 
‘What did he forget?’ asked Scarlett.  
‘Just stuff,’ I said, not wanting to steer the conversation to my dead mother so soon. ‘I can’t see what it’s got to do with Frankenstein, though.’ 
‘So imagine this: Cornish is taking this Frankenstein stuff too seriously.’ Angus spoke fast, getting carried away with the idea. ‘So he’s made his own monster, only unlike Frankie’s big, groaning fella, this one looks exactly like Cornish.’ 
‘Cornishstein,’ I suggested. Seeing Scarlett’s face, I wished I had stayed quiet. 
‘But the monster wouldn’t have Cornish’s memories, would it?’ continued Angus. 
‘Was it like he had forgotten completely or like it was a distant memory?’ asked Scarlett. Apparently she was taking the discussion seriously. 
‘Distant memory,’ I replied. ‘Or a bit like someone who had just woken up.’  
‘Interesting.’  
‘Just woken up!’ exclaimed Angus. ‘Like Frankenstein’s monster wakes up.’ He let out a long moaning sound and stuck his arms out. 
‘Have you even read the book?’ asked Scarlett. 
‘No.’ 
‘I’ve started it,’ I said, pathetically hoping that would impress her. She didn’t look impressed. ‘So what do you think?’  
‘About Frankenstein or Mr Cornish?’ she replied. 
In truth, I didn’t really care which we were talking about so long as we were talking.  
‘About Mr Cornish,’ I said. 
‘People go weird sometimes. It doesn’t really mean anything. I’d forget about it if I were you.’ 

Consequences of Actions 
There was a small cheer when it was declared a wet break because the alternative was standing outside in the cold drizzle for fifteen minutes. Scarlett was once again swamped by attention. I was trying not to be too obvious about watching her when Mr Cornish entered and came over to where Angus and I were sitting. 
‘Eddie, can I have a word?’  
‘Hello, sir,’ said Angus, grinning. ‘Monstrous weather today.’  
‘Yes,’ said Cornish dismissively. ‘In the corridor, please, Eddie.’ 
I followed him out of the classroom to a spot in the corridor by a display of self-portraits painted in the style of Picasso. They had ears, eyes and noses all over the place, and Angus and I had been giggling about them recently, imagining what it would be like if people really did look like that. 
‘I want to apologise for yesterday,’ he said. ‘When I saw you I had just received a personal phone call so I was rather distracted.’ 
‘Is everything all right, sir?’ I asked.  
‘Everything’s fine. I imagine you’re looking forward to half term next week.’ 
‘Yes, Angus has got this tree-climbing project,’ I said, trying to sound enthusiastic about it. 
Cornish nodded, then fell silent for so long that I had to pretend to be interested in the pictures on the wall. 
Eventually, he said, ‘It’s easier when you’re young.’  
‘What is, sir?’ 
‘Everything, Eddie. When you’re young, you have firmly held beliefs but the older you get, the more you realise that life isn’t black and white.’ 
‘Like penguins, sir?’ 
‘What?’ 
‘Penguins are black and white, sir. Although I don’t think they’re born like that, so I guess you’re saying that life is the opposite of penguins, because they do become more black and white than they start off.’ 
‘Why are you talking about penguins, Eddie?’ 
‘I’m not sure, sir. I saw this thing on television about them the other day.’ 
‘I’m trying to explain that what you do matters. I’m talking about the consequences of our actions.’ 
‘Is this about Frankenstein? Because I did start reading it last night, only I was really tired and I fell asleep and think I kind of dreamed a lot of what I thought I’d read. Is there a scene with a penguin, sir?’ 
Cornish ignored the question. ‘Frankenstein,’ he said vaguely. ‘Yes, Frankenstein.’ 
There was still something peculiar about him and I was extremely relieved when the bell rang. ‘I’d better go then, sir,’ I said. ‘I’ll see you this afternoon.’ 
‘This afternoon?’ he repeated.  
‘For English, sir. I’ve got you last lesson.’ 
‘Of course,’ he replied.  
I walked as quickly as I could back to the classroom, where I found Angus.  
‘Well?’ he asked. 
‘Definitely a monster,’ I said. 

The Meaning of Accidents 
Angus played chess Friday lunchtimes so I was sitting on my own when Scarlett entered the dining hall. I didn’t want her to think I was some sad, friendless loser, so I stared down at my chips, trying to ignore her, but even in a crowded dining hall it was impossible not to notice her as she made her way toward me.  
‘You don’t mind if I sit here, do you?’ she said. 
I did my best to look surprised by her sudden appearance.  
‘It’s a free country,’ I replied.  
It was supposed to sound cool but it just sounded rude. The problem was that every time she looked directly at me with her green-blue eyes it felt like someone was pumping huge clouds of confusion into my brain, making normal conversation impossible.  
‘I can sit somewhere else if you’d prefer,’ she said. 
‘No. Please. Don’t.’ From the desperation in my voice you might have thought she had just threatened to turn off my oxygen supply. 
She sat down. ‘Where’s Angus?’ 
‘Angus?’ Why was she talking about Angus? Was she interested in Angus? Was that what this was about? She liked Angus?  
‘Boy about your age, dark hair, sits on the bus next to you,’ she said. 
‘Oh, that Angus. Yes. Chess club.’ They weren’t long sentences but they were better than nothing. 
‘Funny. I didn’t have Angus down as a chess player,’ she said. 
‘He’s only in it for the biscuits.’ 
Scarlett smiled, which was definitely a step in the right direction but I knew I had to keep the chat light. I wanted to show her I could be funny. I racked my brain for a list of conversation topics. I was still sifting through the possibilities when she said, ‘So, I hear your mum died when you were little.’  
‘Er  … ’ 
‘Sorry. That probably wasn’t very sensitive.’ 
‘No, it’s fine. She died a long time ago. If I’m not over it now  …  you know.’ I was scrabbling for the right response. 
‘How did she die?’ she asked. 
‘In a car crash,’ I replied. ‘Ruby says driving was never one of Melody’s strong points. Ruby’s my grandma.’ 
‘You refer to your mother as Melody?’ 
‘It was her name. Apparently, she hated it.’ 
Scarlett nodded. ‘Where did it happen?’ 
Most people, when they hear about my mother’s death, were either overly sympathetic or avoided the subject altogether. Scarlett was asking about it as casually as though it was a show on television she had missed. 
‘Death Drop Point,’ I said.  
‘I don’t know where that is.’ 
‘It’s down the valley road, just before your stop.’ 
‘So you go round it every day?’ 
‘Every school day. Who told you she died, anyway?’ 
‘One of those girls. I forget which one.’ 
I glanced at a table of girls, all pretending they weren’t watching us. This was big. My mother’s death was not the sort of thing people just brought up, which meant that Scarlett must have asked about it.  
‘Why did you want to know about it?’ I asked. 
‘I’m interested in that sort of thing,’ she said. 
‘In death?’ 
‘In accidents.’ 
‘You’re interested in accidents?’ 
‘Yes. Did you know that the word accident didn’t always mean something bad? A few hundred years ago it could be used for any event, good or bad. Over the years, though, it changed. Why did it change?’ 
‘Because most things worth talking about are bad?’ I suggested. 
‘Exactly.’ 
‘How do you know all this stuff?’ 
‘I told you. It’s something I’m interested in. So what do you know about the accident your mother was involved in?’ she asked. ‘I mean, if you don’t mind talking about it.’ 
If it meant she was looking at me, I didn’t mind talking about anything. ‘Melody was upset when she got into the car because she’d been arguing with Ruby. My grandma still hates leaving an argument unsettled because of it.’  
‘Do you know what they were arguing about?’  
‘No, but they didn’t get on. Ruby says they were always arguing about something. She puts it down to her being artistic and Melody being more sciencey.’ 
Scarlett smiled to herself. ‘Sciencey,’ she repeated, amused by the word. She picked up her fork to eat her salad. 
I bit a disappointingly cold chip, feeling weirdly aware of how much noise my mouth made when I ate. I tried to chew quietly but the whole process of eating felt alien to me with Scarlett so close. In an attempt to distance Scarlett from the fact that I had forgotten how to eat, I swallowed the chip and asked, ‘So where did you move from?’  
‘Look, Eddie, I’d rather not go into any of that, if you don’t mind,’ she replied.  
It struck me as odd that having just gone over the details surrounding my mother’s death, Scarlett was unwilling to even tell me something as basic that. 
‘Is your family in one of those witness protection schemes or something?’ I asked. 
She grinned. ‘No, but I like that. I might use that in the future.’ 
‘Wherever you came from I’ll bet it was more exciting than Wellcome Valley. Round here people think it’s a big deal when there’s a wall of drying paint to watch.’ 
Scarlett put her knife down and placed her hand on top of mine. ‘It won’t always be like this,’ she said softly. 
A couple of girls on a nearby table noticed and whispered to the others. I pulled my hand away and instantly regretted it.  
‘Sorry,’ said Scarlett. ‘I don’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable.’ 
‘I’m not. You don’t. It’s fine. It’s just  … ’  
I wished I had left my hand there but the moment had passed. I selected another chip, hoping it would be warmer than the last one. 

A Choice of Biscuits 
Liphook remembered Sergeant Copeland’s eyes as being the same light brown as the tea that he was always sipping. The day after the talk at the school, she was sitting opposite him in his office while he noisily slurped from his cup. He put it down and a droplet of milky brown liquid ran down the side, staining Liphook’s application for a transfer. 
‘I wouldn’t want you to rush into any decisions you might regret.’ Sergeant Copeland knitted his fingers together, then rested his hands on his round belly. ‘I know it’s not exactly all car chases and stake-outs but this kind of bread and butter community policing is very important. Now, which will it be? Digestive or bourbon?’  
‘I don’t want either, sir,’ snapped Liphook.  
Sergeant Copeland was a nice man and Liphook felt bad bringing up her request for a transfer again. Realising her refusal sounded overly curt, she added, ‘Thank you, though, sir. It’s very kind of you.’ 
‘Come now, Liphook. You can’t really have a cup of tea without a biscuit, can you?’  
Deciding that the path of least resistance was easiest, Liphook took a digestive. She dunked it in the tea, but half of it broke off and dropped into the cup.  
‘I know what it’s like to be hungry, you know,’ said Sergeant Copeland. ‘I mean, for more than biscuits.’ He chuckled, spraying Liphook with a small shower of crumbs. 
‘Yes, sir,’ she replied, watching him take two more bourbons and shove them into his mouth.  
‘You’re hungry for adventure and excitement, but you need to remember that you have a long career ahead of you. There will be plenty of opportunity for that sort of thing. Please, give it a few more months here. These hills, this valley, these people  …  you’ll find they become a part of you.’ 
‘I need to get out, sir. I’m sorry,’ said Liphook.  
‘And go where?’ 
‘Anywhere.’ Liphook instantly regretted saying it. She knew that Sergeant Copeland took personal exception to her desire to leave but she desperately wanted to get some real policing experience under her belt. Seeing Copeland’s large, watery eyes fill with sadness, she did the only thing she could think of to cheer him up. She took another biscuit. 
Sergeant Copeland smiled. ‘Ah, the digestive. A very underrated biscuit. Unfairly overshadowed by its flashier, more chocolatey cousins but every bit as important. A dependable, honest biscuit. I thought a thrill seeker like yourself would prefer the bourbon.’ 
‘In all honestly, sir, I’ve always found bourbons extremely disappointing.’ Sergeant Copeland let out a small gasp, but Liphook couldn’t stop herself.  
‘It pretends to be chocolate, sir, but it’s not. It’s a chocolate-flavoured, chocolate-coloured biscuit. If you’re going to eat a chocolate biscuit, then eat one. Or better still, have a chocolate bar, but don’t settle for this.’ She picked up a bourbon and waved it angrily at him. ‘This is a waste of everyone’s time. This can only fail, both as chocolate and as a biscuit.’ 
Sergeant Copeland leaned forward and plucked the bourbon from her hand, then pointedly dunked it in his tea and gobbled it down. ‘Ah. This is nice, isn’t it? Sitting here, talking about biscuits.’ 
Liphook sighed. ‘Yes, it’s just not exactly why I joined the force.’ 
‘Tell me, why did you join the force?’ 
‘To make a difference, sir. I want to help people.’ 
‘You do help people. Only the other day Mrs Hitchcock told me how you gave her a lift home from the supermarket and helped her with her shopping.’ 
‘But I could be saving lives.’ 
‘I rather think that Mrs Hitchcock trying to get all that shopping home on her own would have killed a woman of her age. Don’t undervalue what we do, Liphook. You might not be chasing gun-toting gangsters every day but, little by little, we are making a difference. You are keeping Wellcome Valley safe. I know that you think this isn’t the real world, but it’s no less real than one of these big cities you’re eager to work in.’ 
‘I’m not saying that what we do isn’t important,’ protested Liphook. ‘It’s about me. I need to spread my wings.’ 
Sergeant Copeland picked up the tea-stained application form. ‘I’ll tell you what, why don’t we give it one month? If you haven’t changed your mind after that I’ll give you a first-class recommendation for a transfer anywhere you want and I’ll try to drum up as much serious crime as I can during that time to keep you happy. Maybe I’ll even commit a few crimes and you could chase after me.’ 
‘That’s very kind of you, sir,’ said Liphook. 
‘Don’t look so downhearted,’ said Sergeant Copeland. ‘As it happens I do have something that might tickle your fancy.’ 
He picked up a piece of paper from his desk and handed it to Liphook. On it was a photograph of a smiling girl with short blond hair and green-blue eyes.  
‘A missing person, sir?’ 
‘Yes. Her name is Lauren Bliss. She vanished from her London home the day before yesterday. Apparently no problems at home or school. Generally well behaved, works hard at her studies, but two days ago she upped and vanished. Hasn’t been seen since.’ 
Liphook looked at the picture. ‘Any reason she would come here? We’re a long way from London.’  
‘Her parents don’t know where she’s gone but apparently they came here on holiday last summer. They think she may have made a friend here. I’m afraid it’s all a bit vague but you never know.’ 
‘It does sound like a bit of a stretch.’ 
‘Ah, but as they say, if there are biscuits in the tin, there’s always the possibility of finding a chocolate one.’ 
‘I’m sorry, sir. I don’t follow.’ 
‘Where there’s possibility there is also hope, Liphook.’ 

Melancholy and Despairing 
I didn’t get a chance to talk to Scarlett again that afternoon. By the time we were sitting down for English we had been stuck inside all day again, so no one was in the mood to listen to Cornish going on about Frankenstein. 
‘Mary Shelley begins her story not at the beginning, but at the end,’ he said. ‘We are introduced to Frankenstein not as an innocent man, but as a man plagued by what he has done. He is  … ’ Mr Cornish looked down at the page and read, ‘Melancholy and despairing.’ He repeated the words. ‘Melancholy and despairing. Why?’ He pointed at a girl called Hannah, who looked startled by his question. 
‘Because he’s made a monster?’ she suggested.  
‘Not good enough,’ stated Cornish. ‘It’s because he is living with the consequences of his actions. Victor Frankenstein is an enlightened man, an intelligent man, a scholar. He has no excuse of ignorance. Therefore he is forced to face the true horror of the terrible thing he has done. He is a prisoner of his own self judgment.’ 
‘I think it would be pretty cool to make a monster,’ said Angus.  
‘Have you read the book yet, Angus?’ snapped Cornish. 
‘No, but —’ 
‘I suggest you contain your opinions until you’ve read the actual words.’ Cornish slammed his book down on Angus’s table. ‘Mary Shelley’s masterpiece is a story that has permeated our world. It is impossible to come to it without some preconception of what it’s going to be about, but even a book that has been written can change. What do I mean by that? Anyone?’ 
‘You mean when the author redrafts it?’ said someone at the back. 
‘No. I’m talking about how it changes when we read it. Words come to life under our scrutiny. That spark which Frankenstein uses to bring his monster to life is there at the moment a reader connects with a book.’ 
‘The words don’t change, though, do they?’ said a boy called Jamie. 
‘Not the words but the world around them. That changes, and it is down to you to ensure it changes for the better, and not to accept your lot. I’m talking about fate. What do I mean by fate, Eddie?’ 
‘Er, it’s how things are going to happen in a certain way, no matter what you do,’ I said. 
‘And do you believe in fate, Eddie?’ 
‘I suppose so,’ I said. ‘I mean, I think some things are meant to be.’ I realised I was staring at Scarlett and quickly looked away. 
‘So you aren’t in control of your life, Eddie?’ Cornish asked. I was unsure why this was becoming all about me, and why he sounded so angry about it.  
‘Perhaps Eddie means that there is a natural and correct course of events,’ said Scarlett. 
Cornish spun around on his heel and glared at her, then said, ‘Who decides this natural course of events? Who controls our fates? Those with money. Those with power. It’s always the rich. The idea of fate is a tool of repression. The powerful have always preached to those with nothing that they must accept their lives and that there is nothing they can do about their situations. This is wrong. We should be the masters of our own stories.’ 
‘Are we still talking about Frankenstein?’ asked Angus. 
‘Yes, we are still talking about Frankenstein.’ 
‘So it’s about fate, is it?’ asked someone else. 
‘About fate? Come on, comrades, we’re better than this. You can’t reduce a book to one word. This is a book about love; that is a book about fate; this one is about kittens. Would you do that to a person? What are you about? Books are about every single word they contain.’ 
We were used to Mr Cornish getting het up but he did seem angrier than usual today. ‘Next week, as well as wasting your lives with zombie-killing computer games and trivial television shows, I would like you to read this book yourselves.’  
A groan went up from the class. ‘The whole thing?’ someone shouted. 
‘Yes, read. I realise this is revolutionary concept but perhaps that’s what the world needs. Like it or not, you lot are going to inherit a world in which the progression of science will need to be questioned and challenged. And as you read these words, I want you to count how many times you find yourself hoping that Victor Frankenstein will do the right thing and not create the monster.’ 
‘But we already know he will,’ said Angus. 
‘And yet it is in our nature to empathise and hope that  Victor Frankenstein changes course.’ 
‘I disagree,’ said Scarlett. ‘I think we want him to make the monster.’ 
‘Why would you want that?’ demanded Cornish. 
‘Because it makes a good story,’ she replied, ‘and we know it’s not real.’ 
‘The idea of scientists dabbling in things they should leave well alone is real enough,’ said Mr Cornish. 
‘How about playing God?’ asked Scarlett.  
‘We are all gods,’ hissed Cornish. ‘Anyone who creates, anyone who lives and breathes. The question is not whether we should play God, but how we should do so responsibly.’ 
When the final bell rang, the whole class walked out quieter than usual, wary of this new version of our English teacher sitting at his desk, clutching his copy of Frankenstein. 
‘What was that all about?’ asked Angus once we were out of the room. 
‘Don’t ask me,’ I replied. ‘You catching the bus?’ 
‘No. Dad’s coming to pick us up. We’re going to see that new space film. I could ask if we could squeeze you in?’ 
‘Sounds good but Ruby will be expecting me.’ 
‘All right, suit yourself. Come round tomorrow and we’ll begin the project.’ 
‘The project?’ I replied. 
‘The Ten Top Challenge. You and I on a mission of discovery, boldly going where no one has gone before. Reaching new heights —’ 
‘Climbing trees,’ I interrupted. 
‘Climbing trees,’ repeated Angus. 

Conspiracy Theories 
‘Another thing that never changes here at the National Museum of Echo Technology is the recording made by Professor Maguire,’ said the man in the orange T-shirt, ‘in which he demonstrated how echo jumping works.’ 
A screen showed a man in a white coat. ‘My name is David Maguire and this is a scientific demonstration,’ he began.  
‘Turn it off,’ said Liphook.  
The nice young man waved his arm and the image vanished. ‘Of course, you’ve seen it before,’ he said apologetically. ‘Everyone has.’ 
‘It’s not that,’ said Liphook. ‘It’s just that before that message, before all this  … ’ She gesticulated around her. ‘The world was simpler back then. Things made sense.’ 
‘Echo technology is certainly complicated but if you’d care to visit the explanation room you’ll find very clear displays about the time particle, version creation, and echo jumping.’  
‘I’m not interested in any of that,’ said Liphook dismissively.  
The young man looked momentarily confused by this. ‘Then why are you here?’ he asked. 
‘To remember.’ 
He smiled. ‘Of course people visit for all sorts of reasons. We get a lot interested in the truth behind David Maguire’s murder. Apparently there are now over two hundred different theories about who was behind it.’ 
‘I don’t care about that either,’ said Liphook. ‘I know the truth.’ 
From the young man’s expression, Liphook could tell he had heard this before but she couldn’t be bothered to explain that she was different from all the other conspiracy theorists. She knew the truth and it had turned out to be more outlandish than the most extraordinary explanation.  
Liphook realised the man had spoken. ‘I’m sorry?’ she said. ‘What was that?’  
‘I was asking about your theory,’ he said. 
‘It’s not a theory,’ she said. ‘At least, it’s not my theory. I’m not even sure if it’s our truth, but it was someone’s truth. I don’t suppose this makes much sense to you, does it?’ 
The man kindly avoided answering the question. ‘Personally, I don’t think we’ll ever know the truth, but did you really come here when Maguire still lived here?’ 
‘Only once.’ 
‘When?’ 
‘I came the day he died.’ 

Plausible Lies 
I had never thought the bus seats too small before but, with Scarlett sitting next to me, I had no idea what to do with my arms. The whole set up felt ridiculously awkward. As a last resort, I gripped my elbows to avoid any unnecessary contact.  
‘Are you cold?’ asked Scarlett. 
‘No. I’m fine.’ 
‘Only, you look like you’re cold.’ 
I placed my hands on my knees instead and the bus went lurching forward like a hiccupping camel, making it impossible to avoid banging into Scarlett. I had considered a number of conversation topics but decided to stick with the one that I knew she was interested in. 
‘You know you asked all that stuff about the car accident?’ I said. 
‘Yes.’ 
‘It’s funny, because that’s what Cornish had forgotten.’ 
‘He thought Melody was alive?’ 
‘Yes, which was odd because we talked about it only the other day.’ 
‘Why didn’t he give you a lift home tonight?’ 
‘I think he had a meeting. He doesn’t always give me a lift.’ 
‘Where’s his house?’  
‘Down in Lower Marsh, in this funny little row of houses they call No Town.’ 
‘No Town?’ 
‘Yeah. Apparently someone had an idea of building a town there once but they only got as far as that row before they ran out of money. Or the ground was too soft. Or something like that. Maybe it’s not true.’ 
I was babbling and, from the distracted look on Scarlett’s face, I had lost her interest. I needed to get it back.  
‘That was weird in class, wasn’t it?’ I said. 
‘You tell me. You know him better than I do. Is he normally like that?’ 
‘He often goes off on one, but no, all that stuff about fate and inheriting the world was a bit odd. Why do you want to know where he lives?’ 
‘It’s probably better if I don’t answer that,’ she replied. 
There was a sudden jolt as Bill sped over a pothole in the road. 
‘I don’t get it. You’re happy asking questions about my dead mother but when I ask you even basic things about you, you won’t answer.’ I had hoped this would sound jokey, but it came out more upset and annoyed. 
‘Yes, that must seem unfair,’ she agreed. 
‘I’ll tell you what,’ I said, ‘what about if I guess why you’re so secretive and you tell me if I get it right?’  
The smallest of smiles spread across Scarlett’s lips. ‘All right, but it has to be completely right.’ 
I thought for a moment, then said, ‘Are you a kind of alien secret agent who thinks that Mr Cornish has been possessed by an extraterrestrial life form and you want to know where he lives so you can zap him with an anti-matter gun that will send the alien back home?’ 
I loved the sound of Scarlett’s laughter.  
‘Have you got any more like that?’ she said. 
‘Loads. You’re an undercover cop and you think Mr Cornish has been hypnotised to kill the Prime Minister?’ 
‘Why would someone hypnotise an English teacher to kill the Prime Minister?’ 
‘Because they know about the big conference he’s going to which the Prime Minister will also be at.’ 
‘Is there such a thing?’ she asked. 
‘You tell me.’ 
More laughter. ‘These are good but not close enough for me to tell you anything. To be honest, Eddie, I’d be in enough trouble if anyone knew you thought there was anything to know.’ 
‘In trouble with who?’ 
‘The fact you’re asking that means you know too much.’ 
‘But I don’t know anything.’ 
‘Exactly.’ 
‘I’ve got it,’ I said.  
‘Is this going to be Angus’s monster theory again?’ 
‘No. In this one, you’re the bad guy who has taken over Cornish’s mind and you’re using him to execute your evil plan.’ 
‘To kill the Prime Minister?’ 
‘No, to blow up the school.’ 
‘Wow, I’m so evil.’  
‘Is that one right, then?’ 
‘No.’ She paused and I realised how close our lips were. I wondered what my breath was like. I kept my mouth shut in case. 
‘What I’m supposed to do now is feed you some plausible lie,’ she said quietly, ‘but I don’t want to do that. I’d rather tell you the truth.’ 
‘Sounds good to me.’  
‘The truth is I can’t tell you anything.’ 
‘I’ll take a plausible lie,’ I said. 
I happily bagged another of Scarlett’s smiles. This one was my favourite so far because it included her eyes. ‘All right, then,’ she said. ‘I’m going around tomorrow to ask him some questions about Frankenstein.’ 
‘Really?’ 
Scarlett sighed. ‘Eddie, the world is very complicated and you’re very young.’ 
‘We’re the same age,’ I protested.  
‘It’s not worth getting interested in me. I’m not going to be here very long,’ she said.  
‘Maybe you’ll like it here and stay,’ I said hopefully. 
‘It’s not up to me.’ Her final smile was the saddest so far and contained traces of pity and other things I didn’t understand. The bus suddenly lurched to the right and Scarlett’s face swung even closer to mine.  
‘All right, Miss White. We’re home. Good night,’ yelled Bill. 
‘See you around, Eddie Dane,’ she said. 

A Picture of Regret 
The unlocked front door, the strong smell of paint and the sound of scratchy jazz records meant Ruby was having an up day. Ruby’s paintings were as messy and chaotic as the music that inspired her and it was rarely just the canvases that got splattered.  
As I stepped into the front room, I saw flecks of red, blue, yellow and green across the wall, the carpet and the sofa, even reaching as far as the grandfather clock and the television. In the middle of all this stood Ruby.  
‘What do you think?’ she asked. 
‘It’s great,’ I lied. ‘What is it?’ 
‘Regret,’ she replied. 
I had learned not to question this kind of thing. Instead I said, ‘Have you been to the shops?’  
‘No, but I think there are couple of ready meals in the freezer.’ 
‘I thought we weren’t eating ready meals any more. I thought they were symbolic of something.’ 
‘The soul-crushing instant gratification of the modern world,’ said Ruby. ‘Yes, they are. But I’ve been working on this all day and haven’t managed to make it out. It’s just so hard to  … ’ Apparently it was too hard to find the right word for what it was too hard to do. Ruby turned back to the canvas and I went into the kitchen. I noticed I had a smudge of green paint on my shirt. I took the shirt off and threw it into the washing machine. 
‘Striptease, is it?’ said Ruby, following me in. 
I showed her the paint. 
‘I’m sorry, love. Have you a clean one for tomorrow?’ 
‘It’s Saturday tomorrow,’ I replied, ‘and then half term.’ 
‘Is it? Is it? Any big plans?’ 
‘Angus has a tree-climbing project.’ 
‘Sounds fascinating.’ Ruby opened the freezer and pulled out two boxes covered in ice. ‘What do you fancy? Tagliatelle or a roast meal? Actually, do you mind if I have the tagliatelle? I always think those roast meals taste a bit like the kind of thing you get given in an old folks’ home, and I might be old but I’m not ready for that quite yet.’ 
‘Is it about Melody?’ I asked. 
‘The ready meal?’ 
‘The painting. The regret. Is it about her?’ 
‘Your mother is in there, of course.’ 
‘So what’s the regret?’ 
‘It’s complicated. It’s not one thing. Your mother and I were very different people. I wish we had learned to accept our differences and worked harder on the things we had in common.’ 
‘What did you have in common?’ 
‘We had you in common.’ 
‘Is the painting finished?’ I asked.  
‘It’s a picture of regret,’ said Ruby. ‘It can’t be finished.’ 

A Buried Book  
That night, I tried to get further through Frankenstein but, whether I was too distracted by Ruby’s records or by the thought of Scarlett, I struggled to take in the words.  
When I woke up on Saturday morning, the book was open on the pillow next to me. I picked it up and read the sentence at the top of the page. 
I have described myself as always having  been imbued with a fervent longing to  penetrate the secrets of nature. 

I liked that expression, A fervent longing. My whole life, the only thing I had ever longed for was to have something to long for. There were no secrets I wanted to penetrate. I didn’t have any obsessions. Angus had his trees, Ruby had painting and Cornish had all that stuff about books, politics and the environment. I envied them all their passions. I had never cared about anything until Scarlett got on that bus. 
The house was freezing cold and the bathroom mirror steamed up in seconds when I turned on the shower. I drew a face like the one Angus had drawn on the bus window but the drips came down in a different part of the mouth and it looked more like an uneven rabbit than a vampire.  
It was still raining when I headed out, so I put on my most waterproof coat.  
I was supposed to be going to see Angus but since Cornish’s house was on my way there was no harm in keeping an eye out for Scarlett. ‘Hey, Scarlett,’ I would say. ‘What a coincidence. I was just cycling past. How are you?’ Something like that. It was best not to rehearse it too much.  
It was a steady downhill slope to Lower Marsh so I stopped peddling and freewheeled down. I kept my hand on the brake to keep my speed down. There were twelve houses in No Town and I had soon reached the end with no sign of Scarlett. I turned the bike in a figure of eight, looking around, then pedalled back past the houses, slower still. I considered cycling up to where she got on the bus to look for her house, but that felt too much like stalking her. This was more a case of cycling up and down a road, trying to catch a glimpse of her. Completely different. 
After the third pass, I parked my bike in an alleyway between two of the houses and went around the back where there was a big patch of wasteland, with long grass and marshy ground. That was where I finally saw Scarlett. She was crouching behind a hedge around the back of Cornish’s house. She was wearing her yellow coat with the hood pulled up. I walked over as casually as the swampy ground would allow.  
‘Hey, Scarlett,’ I said. ‘What a coincidence. I was just  … ’ 
She silenced me with a look. ‘Eddie, you shouldn’t be here. This isn’t anything you can know about.’ 
‘What isn’t?’ 
‘I can’t tell you. Stay out of sight.’ 
I ducked down next to her. ‘What are we doing?’ I whispered. 
‘We aren’t doing anything. I am watching Patrick Cornish’s house.’ 
I peeked through the hedge at his back garden.  
‘Why?’ 
‘Just so you know, the best you’ll get as an answer to that question is a plausible lie,’ she said. 
‘How do you know he’s in?’ I asked. 
‘The light is on and Patrick Cornish isn’t the sort of person to waste electricity, is he?’  
‘True. He’s always going on about all that environmental stuff. Only the other day —’ 
Scarlett placed her finger against my lips to shut me up. She had cold hands but I didn’t care. Her finger lingered there and I felt unsure about whether to move my face away or leave it there. Would it be weird to kiss her finger? Yes, I decided. It would be a bit weird. I looked at her, but she was staring through the hedge. Cornish had stepped into his back garden. In one hand he held a transparent bag with a red exercise book inside. He took three carefully measured steps into the garden, and dropped the bag.  
Scarlett moved her finger away, but threw me a glance warning me not to speak. Cornish thrust his spade into the grass and began to dig a hole. When he stopped, he picked up the book in the bag, chucked it in, and quickly shovelled the soil back over.  
Once he had patted it down, he took another step back in the direction of the house and dug a second hole. Having reached a similar depth, he dropped his spade and knelt down, only to pull out of this hole what looked like the same book in the same bag. Mr Cornish carried it back inside. 
‘What was that? What happened?’ I asked. 
‘He buried a book, then dug it up,’ replied Scarlett simply. 
‘Why?’ 
‘Perhaps he wanted to grow a book tree.’ 
‘But  …  but it moved,’ I said. 
‘Yes,’ agreed Scarlett. 
‘How is that possible?’ 
‘It will make it easier if you don’t ask questions that I’m not going to answer,’ stated Scarlett. 
‘How do I know if it’s a question you won’t answer?’ 
‘Perhaps avoid all of them just in case.’ 
‘Maybe Mr Cornish is some kind of magician,’ I said, careful not to phrase it as a question. 
‘Maybe,’ replied Scarlett. 
‘Is he?’ 
‘No, and that’s still a question.’ 
‘So you understand what’s going on but you won’t tell me. Is that it?’ 
‘I understand some of what is going on, and I will tell you this: burying books is pretty old hat where I’m from and the fact he thought your mother was alive is interesting. But what I really need to know is what he wrote in that book.’ 
When the kitchen light went off, Scarlett stood up and hurried across the marsh. She didn’t wait for me but nor was she surprised when I followed her.  
This was far too interesting to give up. 

The Word Protocol 
Growing up in Wellcome Valley, you got used to inventing things to occupy your time, but Scarlett’s project felt different to Angus’s. She wasn’t climbing trees to kill time. I could tell she had a job to do. We stood out of sight, watching Cornish drive away, then she took out a small notepad and pen from an inside pocket and scribbled something in it.  
‘What are you writing?’ I asked. 
Scarlett didn’t even bother responding this time. She flipped the book shut and returned it to her pocket.  
‘I’ve got it,’ I said. ‘You wrote down his registration plate.’ 
‘Why would I do that when the book is in the house?’ she responded. 
‘I give up, then.’ 
‘I wish you would. Look, in a minute I’m going to do something inexplicable, then I’m going to break the law.’ 
‘Cool.’ 
‘No, not cool, Eddie,’ she said, her temper surfacing in her eyes and her nostrils flaring. ‘I’m running out of ways to tell you to go away.’ 
‘Admit it, I’m growing on you,’ I said.  
Her smile was short-lived. ‘I’ve got to get into that house to look at the book,’ she said. 
‘You’re going to break into his house?’  
‘I wasn’t planning on breaking anything.’ 
‘You remember that talk on Thursday? We do have police here.’  
‘How do you know I don’t work for the police?’ 
‘Because you’re too young.’ 
Scarlett bit her lip and looked down. ‘Eddie, do you know what the word protocol means?’ 
‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Of course. Protocol. I know what it means. Protocol. Er, protocol.’  
‘You don’t know, do you?’ 
‘Not exactly.’ 
‘A protocol is like a rule. And there are protocols about what I can and can’t tell you.’ 
‘Who made these rules?’ 
‘I can’t tell you. That’s one of the protocols.’ 
‘So, just to get this straight, you can’t tell me who’s told you not to tell me all the things you can’t tell me? Is that right?’ 
‘Correct.’ 
‘How will you get into the house then? Will you open the door with a credit card or something?’ 
‘I don’t know how to do that,’ said Scarlett, ‘and you watch too much TV. You need a key to get into a house.’ Scarlett checked the time on her watch. ‘Ah, here we go. Remember, no questions.’ 
That far down in the valley, the roar of the approaching motorbike echoed off the hills and made it sound as though it was all around, coming from every direction at once. When it appeared around the corner, I saw its rider dressed in black leather with the helmet visor down. He stopped directly in front of us and pulled something from his pocket, which he handed to Scarlett. I looked up at his face, but all I saw was my own reflection.  
‘Thank you,’ said Scarlett. 
The biker didn’t speak but I felt as though he was looking at me. 
‘I’ve got it under control,’ said Scarlett firmly. ‘You can go now.’  
The motorcyclist nodded, twisted his wrist and accelerated away. He was gone as suddenly and noisily as he had arrived and soon the sound of the engine blended into the hiss of the constant rainfall. When Scarlett held up the object that had been dropped into her hand, I saw that it was a key. She winked at me and made her way down the path.  
‘Is that a magic notepad, then? Anything you write down gets delivered?’  
‘If it helps you to think that, yes.’ 
‘So, if you wrote down pizza, that guy would come back with a pizza.’ 
‘It would be easier to order a pizza from the pizza place but yes, in theory. Now, try to act naturally.’ 
‘What could be more natural than a mysterious man on a motorbike delivering a key to someone’s house, then us using it go inside?’ I followed her down the path and inside Mr Cornish’s house. 
‘I always wondered how my life of crime would start,’ I said.  
‘You’re talking a lot because you’re nervous,’ said Scarlett. ‘It’s perfectly normal but try not to.’ 
‘Why? Are you worried someone might hear?’ I whispered. 
‘No. It’s just a bit annoying,’ she replied.  
‘So what now? Should we split up and search?’  
‘No need. The book’s on the coffee table. He clearly doesn’t expect anyone to be following him. That should make this easier.’  
She picked up the red notebook. I edged nearer to look. Inside, Mr Cornish had written in his usual scrawl:  
Primary target already dead. Please advise. 

Below this, another pen had written: 
Continue with project. Terminate secondary target. 

‘Do you know what that means?’ I asked.  
‘Yes. It means I have to go.’ 
‘Go where?’ 
‘To the museum.’ 
‘What museum?’ I asked. ‘There’s no museum around here.’ 
‘Not yet, there isn’t.’ 

Cat Theft 
During the trial, Liphook had been asked to give an exact account of how she had come to arrive on the scene the day David Maguire was killed. She had begun with the first call out of the day, when an elderly lady by the name of Mrs Spinks reported her car as stolen from outside the corner shop. 
Liphook parked her patrol car and walked into the shop, where Mrs Spinks was in a state of mild hysteria. The shop owner was doing his best to comfort her but he looked extremely relieved to hand over responsibility to a uniformed officer. Liphook quickly established the facts. Mrs Spinks was seventy-eight years old and her car had been stolen. Not the crime of the century but better than nothing.  
‘Where was the vehicle when it was taken?’ Liphook hoped she sounded calm, serious and yet fully in control of the situation. 
‘There. Where you’ve parked now,’ exclaimed Mrs Spinks, pointing out of the window. ‘My poor darling. He could be anywhere.’ 
‘And where were you?’ 
‘Inside the shop, you silly girl. Where else would I do my shopping? Are you sure you’re a real police officer?’ 
‘Very much so, Mrs Spinks, but I do need to establish exactly what happened.’  
‘I parked my car outside and came in to buy a bottle of the blue top. Not the green top. He doesn’t like the green top and no one likes the red top really, do they? Well, supermodels, perhaps.’ 
Liphook was having difficulty following her. ‘Are you talking about milk?’ 
‘Yes, of course.’ 
‘You were buying milk for your car?’ 
‘Don’t be ridiculous. Why would I do that? The milk was for Rascal.’ 
‘Who’s Rascal?’ Liphook was getting confused. 
‘My cat. That’s why you’re here. Keep up, dear.’ 
‘I thought you reported a stolen car.’ 
‘He said you wouldn’t care if I only told you about Rascal.’ She pointed to the shopkeeper. ‘Is that true? I’ve paid taxes all my life to keep you lot in jobs. Don’t you care about cats?’ 
The shopkeeper smiled sympathetically and shrugged.  
Liphook turned back to Mrs Spinks. ‘So you drove here to buy milk for your cat and then what?’  
‘They took Rascal.’ 
‘From your house?’ 
‘Why would they go to my house?’ 
‘Mrs Spinks, was your cat in the car?’ 
‘Yes, he likes to sit in the back seat.’ A worried expression crossed the old lady’s face. ‘I say, do you suppose it was professional cat thieves? Rascal’s parents were both pedigree, you know.’ 
‘I think it’s more likely they wanted the car and didn’t realise it had a cat in the back.’ 
‘How will he ever find his way home?’ asked Mrs Spinks. ‘He never goes very far. He’ll be terrified.’ 
‘Mrs Spinks, please try to stay calm. So how long did you leave your car unattended?’ 
‘Only a couple of minutes. How long do you think it takes to buy milk?’  
‘A couple of minutes is very fast for someone to break into a car, hot-wire it and drive off.’ 
‘What does hot-wire mean?’ 
‘It’s how a car thief starts a car without a key.’ 
Mrs Spinks looked quizzically at Liphook. ‘Why wouldn’t they use the key?’ 
Liphook looked up from her notepad. ‘How would they get the key?’ 
‘It was in the car. I find that if I take it out I can never find it again.’ 
‘Are you saying that you left the car outside the shop with the key in the ignition?’ 
‘Of course. How else could the engine be running?’ 
‘The engine was running?’ exclaimed Liphook. 
‘Oh yes, Rascal likes the vibration. I suppose it’s a bit like purring, isn’t it? Poor Rascal, he’ll be frightened out of his wits.’ 
‘I promise that we’ll do everything we can to recover your car and your cat, but I will need your registration number.’ 
‘Rascal doesn’t have a registration number.’ 
‘Of the car.’ 
‘I have no idea,’ said Mrs Spinks dismissively. 
‘A description, then.’ 
‘Yes, of course. Dark tabby, a cross between a Maine Coon and a Siamese. Very friendly but a little jealous sometimes. Likes fish but not the processed kind. I get it from the fishmongers.’ 
Liphook jotted down the details. ‘And the car?’  
‘Oh, I see. It’s red and it has a cat in the back.’ 

A Cat Called Rascal 
Scarlett unlocked the small red car parked outside Cornish’s house and got in. 
‘You drive?’ I said.  
It was amazing. Each time I thought she couldn’t do anything else to surprise me, she did something even more surprising. 
‘I really need you to go away now,’ she replied, rubbing her eyes with her fingertips.  
I quickly got into the car before she had the chance to drive off without me. ‘You’re not old enough to drive,’ I said. 
‘And you’re not stupid enough to get into a stolen car,’ she replied. 
‘It’s stolen?’  
‘Yes. Do you still want to come? This is your last chance to get out. I really don’t have time to argue with you.’ 
‘Let’s go, then.’ 
‘Eddie Dane, you are the stubbornest person I have ever met.’ 
Weirdly, even though she shouted the words and banged the dashboard in frustration, I didn’t really feel as though she was genuinely angry. She sounded amused, as though she was repeating an often-told joke between us. I liked it. She turned the key and started the engine with the confidence of someone who had been starting cars all her life. 
‘You were joking about it being stolen, weren’t you?’ I said. 
‘Which answer do you want?’ 
‘The one that means you’ve borrowed your mum’s car or something.’ 
‘Fine. Then I did that.’ 
‘That’s not true, is it?’ 
‘What do you think?’ 
‘Did the car key get delivered by another one of your magic motorbike people?’ I asked. 
‘Don’t call him that, and no. It was in the ignition.’ The noise the car made when Scarlett put her foot down suggested it was unused to being driven at such speed. Everything rattled in a terrified protest against her driving. 
‘Did Bill teach you to drive?’ 
‘Actually, I had a very good teacher,’ she replied, keeping her eyes on the road. 
I gripped the side as she took another corner without slowing down. 
‘Aren’t there protocols about this?’ I asked. 
‘To be honest there are protocols about more or less everything, but you’ve got to have a little bit of fun too, otherwise what’s the point? I’m sorry, am I making you nervous?’ 
The truth was that Scarlett didn’t need to break the speed limit in a stolen car to make me feel nervous, but it wasn’t the kind of nervous that made me want to get away. It was the kind of nervous that made me want to stay for ever. 
‘Do you remember me saying my mum died in a car crash?’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean that it was a family tradition or anything.’ 
She laughed. ‘What do you know about your mother, Eddie?’ 
‘Not much.’ 
‘I mean, what did she do? Did she have a job?’ 
‘I don’t think so. She was still at university when she had me. She dropped out, I think.’ 
‘Hold on,’ said Scarlett. ‘We’ve gone past the turning.’ 
She slammed on the brakes and I felt my whole body jerk forward then rock back. Scarlett looked over her shoulder and put the car into reverse along the road, then turned right onto a dirt track that cut through a field. Having rained continually for the past three days, we hadn’t got far before the car began to skid and slide in the mud, unable to go any further.  
Scarlett switched off the ignition and undid her seatbelt. ‘We’ll have to walk,’ she said. ‘When you get out of the car, get out quickly and close the door behind you straight away.’  
‘Why?’ 
‘So you don’t let the cat out.’ 
‘What cat?’ 
‘That cat.’ 
She pointed over her shoulder where a terrified-looking cat was digging its claws into the backseat. I reached down and inspected the collar around its neck. The cat was quaking in fear. He hissed at me as I read his tag.  
‘He’s called Rascal,’ I said, stroking his head. 
‘Well, let’s keep Rascal in the car. It’s bad enough stealing an old lady’s car, but losing her cat would be awful.’ 

The Green Door 
Scarlett was walking fast and I was doing my best to keep up, but I was also trying to avoid the really deep puddles, which involved a lot of hopping and jumping.  
‘Do you have to do that?’ she asked.  
‘I’m trying not to get my socks wet,’ I replied. ‘So is your life always like this?’  
‘These days it is, yes. Things are more complicated where I’m from.’ 
‘You mean that we’re all simple here in the valley?’ 
‘Things are simpler here, yes.’ 
I made a big jump to the other side of the path to avoid an enormous muddy puddle, which Scarlett had just walked straight through. 
‘You look like a demented frog,’ she said. 
‘A demented frog?’ I replied, but Scarlett wasn’t laughing.  
We were approaching a cluster of trees at the edge of the field. I had never been to this spot before. It was the sort of place that tourists liked. The valley was full of holiday cottages for city folk to hire so they could ramble through nature and get away from the hustle and bustle of their normal lives – an idea that made no sense to me.  
‘Just over that ridge is a farmhouse,’ said Scarlett. ‘I’m going to need to go in and you have to stay put. No matter what happens.’ 
‘What might happen?’ 
‘This is ridiculous,’ she exclaimed. ‘Why did I even let you come along with me? You’re  …  well, you’re you.’ 
‘Thanks  …  I think.’  
‘I didn’t mean it as a compliment. Listen, Eddie, something is happening in the house down there that is going to change everything and Cornish is trying to prevent it. When I succeed in stopping him, I may not come back. Do you understand?’ 
‘Not really.’ 
She sighed. ‘But do you understand that I’m asking you not to follow me?’ 
‘Yes, I understand that.’ 
The rain was taking a break so I lowered my hood, only to feel a huge drop land on my head when we stepped under the trees. I followed Scarlett to a point where we could see the farmhouse she had been talking about.  
The walls were covered in ivy and the brickwork was patchy and old. The whole place looked mouldy, neglected and rundown, but a light on inside indicated it was not as abandoned as it appeared.  
‘Stupid girl. Why did I come this way?’ Scarlett muttered, looking at the steep, muddy slope down to the farmhouse.    
‘Rascal is managing all right.’ I pointed out the cat scampering down the hill, then jumping over the stream that ran in front of the house. 
‘The cat,’ she whispered. ‘This is bad.’ 
‘You’re really worried about the cat, aren’t you?’ 
‘The cat couldn’t have got out of the car itself, which means someone let it out, which means someone is behind us.’ 
She said it so seriously it made me want to laugh, but from the way she was looking at me I didn’t think this would go down well.  
Then we heard the gunshot. 
‘Stay here,’ said Scarlett, and she went skidding, slipping and sliding down the slope, reaching the bottom in seconds. She glanced back up at me, to check that I hadn’t followed, then jumped over the stream and went into the farmhouse.  
‘Stop right there.’  
The voice came from behind me. I turned and saw, standing behind me, the police officer who had come to our school on Thursday. 
‘Was it you who let Rascal out of the car?’ I asked. 
‘What?’  
‘The cat.’ 
‘Yes. It was an accident,’ she replied. ‘My name is PC Liphook. I need to talk to you about the stolen car parked in the field up there. This is very serious but if you do everything I tell you now, we don’t have to make matters any worse. I heard a gunshot.’ 
‘Yes, it came from the farmhouse,’ I said.  
‘Is that where your girlfriend went?’ 
‘She’s not my girlfriend. I do like her and I think she likes me – you know, in an irritated kind of way, but I don’t think it’s black and white. You know, not like penguins.’ 
‘Why are you talking about penguins?’ 
‘It seems to be what I do when I get nervous.’ 
‘Is there an easier way down?’ 
‘I don’t know. I’ve never been here before.’ 
I could tell Liphook was considering the best thing to do next but the sound of a second gunshot made her spring into action.  
‘Stay here. Don’t move.’ 
She turned and ran along the top of the ridge to find a safer way down. The gunshot echoed around the valley and through my brain. All I could think was that Scarlett was inside that house. I began down the slope but lost my footing almost immediately. I stumbled and slipped. I grabbed a tree trunk and looked down. From this angle I could see the farmhouse door clearly. The bark of the tree dug into my palm but the pain vanished as I recognised the dark green door.  
I had seen it before. I had stared at that door many times. It was the door from a past I had never known.  
It was the door from the photograph of my mother. 

The Reclamation of Sense 
I don’t know how I reached the bottom of the slope but, by the time I did, I was wet and muddy. I staggered through the stream to the farmhouse and reached out my hand to the green door. I half believed it to be some kind of mirage that would vanish at my touch, but my fingers connected with it. It felt almost disappointingly real as I pushed it open and heard voices inside.  
‘You’re only making matters worse for yourself, Patrick,’ said Scarlett.  
‘This isn’t about me,’ Cornish replied. ‘My actions are for the greater good.’ 
The door got stuck on a floorboard, but I pushed it harder, and stepped into a gloomy room with piles of books everywhere, stacked up like a city skyline. They covered the floor, shelves and furniture. I could feel the ticklish threat of a sneeze building up in my nose from the dust. Hearing something quietly banging in the next room, I pushed the second door open and saw Rascal in the kitchen, trying to get at a terrified mouse trapped inside a clear plastic mousetrap. The voices were coming from behind the door at the other end of the room. 
‘I’m sorry,’ said Cornish. ‘You have left us no choice but to take matters into our own hands.’ 
‘Why? Because you disagree with something you don’t understand?’ said Scarlett. 
‘We understand that it’s wrong to allow the rich to live whatever lives they choose again and again. We understand that echo technology is the single biggest threat to all of our futures.’ 
‘Patrick, I’ve seen more of the future than you. Things have changed. There’s much more to this than you could ever understand but, most importantly, the fact I’ve jumped back further than you should tell you that this line of action is doomed to failure.’ 
‘I don’t believe you.’ 
‘It’s not a case of belief. I promise you that this echo jump has only created a new timeline and even here, with both Melody and Maguire dead, guess what? Echo technology will still be discovered. You can’t stop it.’  
‘We can if we terminate him in the originating timeline.’ 
‘It’s frightening how little you understand. I’ll bet you don’t even know how you ended up here in this version, do you? You jumped back to a different world. How did that happen?’ 
‘My comrades and I understand enough. We know that this needs to be stopped.’ 
‘Patrick, please. Put the gun down.’  
She said the words calmly, but I felt anything but calm. I rushed to help her but my foot caught a pile of books and sent it crashing to the ground, meaning I stumbled into the room and smacked my head on a grey cabinet. I staggered back and saw computers, graphs, strange humming machines and charts. Cornish was holding an old farmer’s gun, which he was pointing at Scarlett who was sitting on the ground, her back against a cabinet like the one I had just head-butted. She held her right hand to her stomach and I could see dark blood leaking out between her fingers. She looked in a bad way, but not as bad as the man next to her who was lying face down, his white lab coat bloodstained and torn by the bullet that had taken his life.  
‘Eddie, I told you not to come in.’ Scarlett winced with pain as she spoke. 
‘You’ve been shot,’ I said. In the corner of the room was an overturned chair and camera tripod. I couldn’t make sense of any of it.  
‘This doesn’t concern you,’ she replied. 
‘Doesn’t it?’ said Cornish. ‘Doesn’t it concern him more than anyone?’ 
‘No,’ she said firmly. ‘Not here. Not this Eddie. What you’re doing doesn’t make any sense.’  
‘Sense is the thing we’re trying to reclaim.’ 
‘You can save the speeches and the flawed logic for your hearing.’ 
I couldn’t follow much of what they were saying but I was clear on one thing: we were sharing a room with a dead man and Cornish had killed him. 
‘Have you gone mad, sir?’ I asked. 
‘No, Eddie,’ he said. ‘I know exactly what I’m doing.’ 
‘This is a complicated situation,’ said Scarlett, ‘and it’s one I need to deal with in accordance with protocols.’ 
‘You have protocols for this?’ I exclaimed. I was trying not to look at the dead body but I couldn’t tear my eyes away. 
‘Eddie, you have to get out now,’ said Scarlett.  
‘Not without you,’ I said. 
I was trying to stall for time. Any second, I thought, the police officer would be here to sort everything out.  
‘Patrick, you’re leaving me no choice,’ said Scarlett. 
‘There’s always a choice,’ said Cornish.  
Whatever happened next occurred too fast for me to work out the precise order of events. I could not say if Cornish pulled the trigger before I dived in front of the bullet or if I stepped in his way before he fired. All I knew was the agony of the bullet ripping into my chest.  
And the shock.  
And the fear. 

A Night at the Hospital 
Liphook had hoped the museum would bring back memories but it had changed too much from the original. The smart museum, with its extensions and explanations, was a far cry from the rundown farmhouse. Besides, her main memory of that long day wasn’t the farmhouse but the hospital. 
She remembered how Sergeant Copeland had ambled in and immediately made a beeline for the vending machine. It seemed to Liphook that he was very calm, given the situation. Certainly he looked calmer than she felt. It had been his day off, which explained why he was wearing a snug-fitting wool jumper and a pair of shorts.  
‘Well, Liphook, you did want excitement,’ he said, pondering which of the chocolate bars on offer was worth his money. ‘What’s the situation, then?’  
‘One dead, three unconscious,’ replied Liphook. 
‘Unconscious? Why?’ 
‘The doctors can’t work it out. Two of them have gunshot wounds but that doesn’t appear to be connected. It’s like they’ve fallen asleep with their eyes open. All three are still breathing, but their heart rates are unnaturally slow.’ 
‘Sounds a bit peculiar.’ 
‘It’s very peculiar,’ said Liphook. ‘Neither of the gunshot victims sustained serious injuries to the head. The shooter shows no sign of injury at all and yet it’s as though they are all in a coma. Also, two of the victims are minors, sir.’ 
‘Children?’ said Sergeant Copeland. 
‘Yes.’ 
Having finally decided on the chocolate bar he wanted, Copeland dropped the money into the slot and hit the buttons to extract it. ‘Do you want anything, Liphook?’  
‘I would, actually, sir, yes.’ She chose the biggest bar in the machine, feeling in desperate need of something sweet to replace the bitter aftertaste left by the long wait for the ambulance to arrive, with only the wide-eyed lifeless bodies for company.  
‘So who’s who then?’ asked Copeland. 
‘The shooter is called Patrick Cornish. He’s an English teacher at Wellcome Valley school.’ 
‘That’s funny, you were only there the other day, weren’t you?’ 
‘Sir, none of this is funny,’ Liphook said grimly. 
‘No, of course not. I just meant it was a coincidence. So, an armed English teacher. Who did he shoot?’ 
‘Edward Dane, one of his pupils. He lives with his grandmother, Ruby Dane.’ 
‘Yes, I know her,’ said Copeland. ‘She’s a local artist. All those splashes are not to my taste really but she’s a nice lady.’ 
‘She says Eddie sometimes gets a lift home with Mr Cornish. She has never heard Eddie talk about this girl, though. Nor does she know why they stole a car.’ 
‘A car theft too? This must feel like Christmas for you,’ said Copeland. 
‘Christmas usually involves less blood, sir.’ 
‘Of course. Yes, of course.’ Sergeant Copeland laughed awkwardly.  
‘There was a girl involved in the car theft too. She is the other gunshot victim.’ 
‘Terrible. A local girl?’ 
‘Actually, no, sir. This is the missing girl we spoke about yesterday, Lauren Bliss. The station is trying to contact her parents.’ 
‘How remarkable. What was it? Some kind of Bonnie and Clyde romance?’ 
‘This is where it gets really strange. It seems that Lauren had a second identity. She put on a red wig and caught a train using the name Scarlett White. She arrived here on Wednesday and started school on Thursday.’ 
‘What do you mean started school? You can’t just start a school like that.’ Sergeant Copeland clicked his fingers, forgetting he had been holding a coin and sending it flying across the waiting room.  
Liphook explained what she had learned. ‘A couple calling themselves Mr and Mrs White bought a house here in the spring. They applied to the school, then Scarlett came for an interview back in the summer.’ 
‘Have you spoken to them?’ 
‘Yes, sir. The Whites live in Scotland. I managed to establish that they did not buy a house in Wellcome Valley, nor did they come here in the spring. In fact, they had never heard of the place. Also, their daughter Scarlett is not missing.’ 
Sergeant Copeland pulled a biscuit from his top pocket with the flourish of a third-rate magician, and looked at it with a satisfied smile. ‘Identity theft?’ 
‘I believe so, sir, but do you remember how you told me Lauren came here in the summer? The dates coincide with the school interview.’ 
‘Remarkable. What about our corpse? How does he fit in to this ripe old pick-and-mix bucket?’ 
‘He’s the owner of the property. His name is David Maguire. No one knows much about him. Bit of a hermit. Apparently he used to work at the university as a professor of particle physics, but he lost his job years ago and he’s kept himself to himself ever since.’ 
Seeing a paint-splattered woman enter the waiting room, Sergeant Copeland raised his hand and said, ‘Hello, Ruby. How are you doing?’ 
‘I’ve been better, Jim. No one can tell me what’s going on.’ 
‘I’m so sorry,’ said Sergeant Copeland. ‘It is a terrible business. Terrible.’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Can I get you anything?’ he asked. ‘A cup of tea, perhaps?’  
‘No, thank you.’ She turned to Liphook. ‘You asked me if I could think of anything that could explain any of this. There is one thing you should know.’ 
‘Yes? What is it?’ asked Liphook. 
‘There’s a possibility that David Maguire is Eddie’s father.’ 

Thursday Again 
It was another miserable day in the valley. The sky was dark and I was as far back in the bus shelter as I could go to avoid the rain. I knew it was the morning because I was dressed for school and waiting for the bus, but what morning was it? How had I got here? I racked my brain for the last thing I could remember.  
The bullet.  
I placed my hand on the point it had entered my body. No pain. I pulled up my shirt. There was no wound. No blood.  
The arrival of the school bus took me by surprise and showered my legs with puddle water.  
‘Ready, Eddie?’ said Bill. ‘Then jump on board and hold on steady, Eddie.’ 
I stared back at him. ‘What day is it?’  
‘What?’ 
‘Today? What day is it?’ 
‘Thursday,’ he replied. ‘Come on, Eddie. I can’t stand around discussing days with you. We’ve got places to go.’ 
I got onto the bus and sat down by Angus. ‘Morning, Eddie,’ he said. ‘Anything amazing to report?’  
‘What?’ I said. 
‘Anything amazing since yesterday?’ he said.  
‘What day was yesterday?’ I asked. 
‘Are you all right?’ 
‘I don’t know. What day was yesterday?’ 
‘Yesterday was Wednesday. Today is Thursday. I imagine tomorrow will be Friday.’ 
‘What happened to half term?’ 
‘That’s next week.’ 
‘What? It’s the Thursday before half term? Hold on, is this a joke?’ 
‘You tell me,’ said Angus. ‘You’re the one saying all this stuff.’ 
‘So you’re telling me that today is two days ago, tomorrow is yesterday and what was today hasn’t happened yet?’ 
Angus gave me a small round of applause. ‘Very good.’  
‘I’m serious,’ I said. ‘What’s going on?’ 
Angus looked around him and said in his best Sherlock Holmes voice, ‘It appears to be some kind of school bus. It’s morning and we’re wearing school uniform and therefore, Watson, I conclude that we are going to school.’ 
‘But I’ve done all this before,’ I said. 
‘Oh, I get it,’ said Angus. ‘This is the old we’ve done this before routine. Very good.’ 
All around me, I could see the same people in the same seats, having the same conversations. Angus drew a face in the condensation. The lips dripped down and made it look like a vampire, just as before. We were approaching the spot where we picked up Scarlett, but Bill wasn’t slowing down. 
I stood up. ‘Hey.’ 
‘No standing on the bus,’ shouted Bill.  
‘You didn’t stop for her,’ I yelled. 
‘Who?’ replied Bill. 
‘Scarlett.’ 
‘Who’s Scarlett?’ asked Angus. 
‘She  …  She lives  …  Well, I don’t know where she lives but he’s supposed to stop for her and she’s supposed to get on. That’s what happens. That’s what happened before.’ 
‘Now, Eddie, I’m not saying I’m not enjoying this, but there is a tiny element of it that is a little bit mental.’ 
‘I’ve been here before,’ I said. ‘I’ve already lived through this day.’ 
‘Great. So what’s going to happen then?’ said Angus.  
‘Er  … ’ I had to think. Apart from Scarlett arriving, what had happened on Thursday? ‘We’re going to have a police talk from an officer called  …  called  …  What’s her name?’ It seemed ridiculous I could have forgotten, but the more I tried to access it, the further it retreated to the back of my mind.  
‘You should be careful how you use such a precious gift,’ said Angus. ‘You have obviously been given great knowledge.’ 
I ran through everything that I could tell him that would convince him, but once you removed Scarlett, what was there? Should I tell him about the lessons we would sit through or who would get told off for talking? I couldn’t think of anything that he couldn’t put down to a lucky guess.  
‘So, great and noble time traveller,’ said Angus, ‘tell us about the future. Are there flying cars? Please say there are flying cars.’ 
‘By Saturday? Funnily enough, no, although there is a stolen car with a cat in the back.’ 
‘It’s a start, I suppose.’ 

Same Old, Same Old 
The strangest thing about reliving that morning was how it didn’t feel all that strange. I had spent my life reliving the same day over and over, listening to the same names being read off the register by our form teacher, then filing in and out of the same lessons.  
This was only different because it was exactly the same. I studied each repetition with interest. I tried to recall the exact details but a lot of what I saw and heard was new to me. I was beginning to realise how little I listened.  
On the way into the hall, the police officer caught my eye and, for a fleeting moment, I thought she recognised me but she looked away and I understood that we were strangers.  
Seeing Mrs Lewis stand up, we fell quiet and she said, ‘Now, everyone, we have a very special guest so let’s show her what a polite and well-behaved school we are as we welcome Officer Liphook.’ 
It was more obvious to me this time how nervous she was. 
‘Community,’ she began. ‘Who can tell me what that word means?’ 
I glanced around. Was I really the only one who had heard all this before? I was still half expecting everyone to start laughing and reveal that it was all an elaborate joke.  
‘Looking out for each other.’ 
Two rows in front of me, a girl played with her friend’s hair before a warning look from a teacher stopped her.  
‘Being selfless.’ 
Along my row, a boy fiddled with a grubby tissue, dropped it, picked it up, then used it to wipe his nose.  
‘Sticking to the rules.’ 
Why was I back here? Had I been shot dead? Was this what happened after death? Were the dead forced to relive the last few days of their lives and, if that was the case, why wasn’t Scarlett here? 
Scarlett, I thought. She was the key. Her absence was the main difference, as far as I could tell. If she wasn’t here then I wasn’t reliving the exact same day after all. I was reliving a different version of it. I remembered her saying something to Cornish about different versions back at the farmhouse. What did any of it mean, and how was I supposed to make sense of it?  
‘Eddie Dane,’ said Mrs Lewis. ‘Have you a question for Officer Liphook?’ 
Everyone turned to look at me. It took me a moment to realise why. I had my hand up. I think I had been trying to prove to myself that I could do things differently.  
‘What’s your question?’ asked PC Liphook. 
I had sat through the same speech twice, yet I had no idea what she had been saying. ‘I have a question about car theft,’ I said. It was the first thing that came to mind. 
‘Yes? What is it?’  
I wondered if PC Liphook actually looked grateful for the interruption.  
‘Er, how serious a crime is it?’  
‘Very serious,’ replied PC Liphook. 
Mrs Lewis was giving me a warning stare but I continued, ‘What’s worst out of stealing a car, breaking into a house, driving without a license or accidentally kidnapping a cat?’ 
The question got a big laugh and a thumbs-up from Angus but a threatening snarl from Mrs Lewis. 
‘That’s quite a list,’ said PC Liphook. ‘May I ask the reason for your question?’ 
Mrs Lewis answered for me. ‘Sorry, Officer Liphook, you appear to be the lucky recipient of one of Eddie’s jokes.’ 
‘It’s not a joke,’ I said. ‘I’m interested. I mean, what if the keys were left in the car?’ 
‘That’s enough,’ said Mrs Lewis.  
‘It’s all right,’ said PC Liphook. ‘I can answer that one. Opportunity is not an excuse. It is a reason. Most crimes are opportunistic. That doesn’t make them any less serious.’ 
‘But you said that murder is the worst crime because it’s done on purpose. That means you think it’s worse to kill someone after thinking about it rather than just because you had the opportunity.’ 
‘Did I say that?’  
She had not said that. Not on this Thursday. 
Mrs Lewis was on her feet again. ‘I think, Eddie, that rather than second-guessing what our guest is going to say maybe you should try listening. With your ears. At the end, I’m sure PC Liphook will happily take your questions.’ 
‘Er  … ’ Liphook looked down at her notes and flicked through several cards, then said, ‘Maybe this is a good time for questions.’  
She picked the first hand to go up. ‘Yes, what’s your question?’ 
‘Have you ever shot anyone?’ 

Monstrous Things 
It was just a game for Angus.  
‘It’s good, this I’ve been here before stuff,’ he said, chewing a meatball. 
I had spent the morning making predictions about lesson subjects and who would get told off for what, but it was hardly proof.  
‘I didn’t fully get the thing you did in assembly, if I’m honest,’ said Angus, ‘but it was still funny.’ 
‘It wasn’t meant to be funny,’ I said. 
‘What did we talk about last time we were here, then?’  
‘Meatballs,’ I replied, ‘and how they want to be eaten.’ 
Angus laughed. ‘Hold on. Was that meant to be funny?’ 
‘I don’t know.’ 
Angus skewered another meatball with his fork. ‘It’s interesting, though, this whole act, because it kind of shows how predictable everything is.’ 
‘I suppose.’  
Without Scarlett, the afternoon dragged until finally we reached the last lesson. English. I watched Cornish bustle around the room, and remembered the look of hatred in his eyes as he fired the gun. 
‘Monsters,’ he said. ‘I want us to name as many monsters as we can, comrades.’ 
I was surprised when I heard my own voice answer. ‘You.’ 
‘Are you calling me a monster, Eddie?’ He sounded amused. 
‘I  …  No  …  I meant humans.’ 
Cornish twisted around on his heel. ‘Interesting answer, Eddie,’ he said. ‘Why?’  
‘Because humans do monstrous things. Humans make guns. Humans shoot people.’ I don’t know what had taken control of me. What could I possibly hope to achieve? 
‘It’s true, guns are a monstrous invention,’ he agreed. ‘They turn those who use them into monsters.’ 
‘So what would it take?’ I asked. ‘I mean, for you to fire a gun at someone? For you to kill?’ 
‘I hope I never find out,’ said Cornish, ‘but to answer your question, I would do all I could to avoid using violence, but if it came to it and if the cause justified it, yes, I think I would pick up a gun. Thankfully, we can choose not to be monsters. We have free will, which brings us to the book we will be looking at for the next few weeks.’ 
When he distributed the books I got the same copy with the picture of the yellow-faced old man on the cover. 
‘Why are these books all different? Mine’s falling apart,’ complained the same girl as before.  
‘Don’t panic, comrades, they all have the same words on the inside.’  
‘But we all know this story,’ said Angus. 
‘You mean you know what happens,’ said Cornish. ‘That isn’t the same as knowing the story, and I will want the books back at the end of the term, so please treat them with respect.’  
He snatched the same book from the same girl.  
‘So can anyone tell me this book’s alternative title?’ 
‘The Modern Prometheus,’ said a voice behind me. 
For one hopeful moment I thought it was Scarlett, but I turned to find it was a girl called Rosi who had spoken. 
‘Very good,’ said Cornish.  
‘It’s printed on the front of my book,’ replied Rosi. ‘Who’s Prometheus, then?’ 
‘Prometheus is from Greek mythology,’ explained Cornish. ‘He stole fire from the gods. You see, comrades, ever since we crawled out of the primordial sludge, humans have created imaginary monsters  … ’ 
The rest of Cornish’s speech was little more than background noise, drowned out by the confused thoughts racing through my head as I tried to understand what was happening to me. 

Lauren Bliss 
Thinking back to that night in the hospital, it was difficult to remember the precise order of events. As far as Liphook could recall, Lauren Bliss was the first to come out of the coma. Her parents were still on their way, so Liphook went in alone to talk to her.  
‘Where am I?’ Lauren’s blond hair had been flattened by the red wig. She looked scared and tired and extremely confused.  
Liphook sat down by her bed and picked up the red wig on the side table. ‘You’re in hospital. You’re fine, but you have been shot.’ 
‘Shot? With a gun, shot?’ 
Liphook nodded. ‘Do you remember what happened?’ 
‘No.’ 
‘Do you remember why you were wearing this wig?’ She picked it up from the bedside table. 
‘No. This doesn’t make any sense. Where are my parents?’ 
‘They’re on their way. They’ll be here soon.’ 
‘Where am I?’ 
‘Wellcome Valley Hospital.’ 
‘Wellcome Valley? That’s not possible.’ 
‘You put on this wig and caught a train here. You pretended your name was Scarlett White. Are you telling me you don’t remember any of this?’ Liphook had decided against making notes but now she wondered if she should be treating this as an official statement after all. 
‘I don’t remember a thing,’ said Lauren. 
‘You don’t remember stealing a car with your boyfriend?’ 
‘My boyfriend?’ Lauren sat up in bed and looked at the boy lying in the bed next to her. ‘Who is he?’ 
‘His name is Eddie.’ 
‘The last thing I remember I was at home.’ 
‘But you have been to the valley before, yes? You came during the summer.’ 
‘Yes, Mum and Dad rented a holiday cottage. It was nice.’ 
‘Did you meet Eddie then?’ 
‘I didn’t meet anyone. I don’t think I met anyone. Maybe I did. I don’t know. Every time I try to remember I get this burning pain in my head. What does it mean? What’s happening to me?’ 
At the time, Liphook had thought nothing of it. Memory loss was unsurprising give the circumstances. Now, when she looked back on this moment, she realised that it wasn’t memory loss that she had been witnessing.  
It was memory theft. 

Reality and Emotions 
Maybe I had been looking at things the wrong way. Instead of trying to spot similarities, should I have been looking for the differences? How was this Thursday different from the last one? Apart from Scarlett’s absence, the main difference was my behaviour. If I tried to do things the same as last time, maybe I would be able to see what else had changed. So when Cornish asked me if I wanted a lift home I said, ‘Thanks.’ 
‘How about you, Angus?’ he said. 
‘I’m getting picked up by the noise-mobile,’ replied Angus. 
‘Just you and me, then, Eddie,’ he said. ‘I’ll see you by the car once I’m done here.’  
I followed Angus out into the drizzly car park. 
‘So what happens now, future man?’ he asked. 
‘Your mum comes to pick you up. She parks outside the gates and flashes her headlights. One of the twins opens a door but she yells at the wrong one while the baby screams his head off. After you’ve gone, Cornish comes out, only he’s forgotten who I am.’  
‘That sounds like a fun trip home for the both of us, then.’ 
‘Last call for anywhere but here,’ yelled Bill, closing the bus doors. 
‘Never gets old,’ said Angus. 
The car lights flashed and the door opened, releasing the noise from within. Angus looked impressed. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ he said. I watched him run to his car.  
The other thought that had occurred to me was that this was a dream, but it didn’t feel like a dream. It was too plodding. Too slow. Too real. All of which left only one explanation. I had travelled back in time.  
‘Hi, Eddie.’ Mr Cornish jangled his keys. ‘Get in, then.’ 
I stared back at him. ‘You remember you’re giving me a lift, sir?’ I said. 
He laughed. ‘I’m not that old,’ he replied.  
I got into the car.  
‘You were quick with that monster question,’ he said. ‘I was expecting a whole list before we got to humans.’ 
‘Sorry, sir.’ 
He laughed. ‘Don’t apologise for being smart, Eddie.’ 
There was no confusion this time as he slipped the car into gear and reversed out of the space. 
‘Sir, can I ask you something? Do you believe in time travel?’  
He thought before replying. ‘I certainly believe that books can transport us back in time, yes. I think that memories can be triggered by our senses. I have experienced déjà vu – that’s thinking you’ve visited a place before when you haven’t. But do I believe it is possible to transport a human back in time? No.’ 
‘Why not?’ 
‘Because if anyone had invented time travel, someone would have come back and told us about it.’ 
‘Perhaps they’re not allowed to. Perhaps there are protocols.’  
‘Protocols,’ repeated Cornish with a smile. ‘I like that. Are you writing a story about this?’ 
‘No.’ 
‘Maybe you should. Writing helps, you know.’ 
‘Helps what, sir?’ 
‘It helps you tackle problems. It helps you figure out how you feel.’ 
I didn’t know what to say to this so I didn’t say anything. 
‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I don’t mean to be insensitive but you should understand that feelings are complicated for everyone. It’s all right to feel sad sometimes. I know you like to make jokes and pretend everything is fine but you can talk to me about things any time you want.’ 
‘You’re talking about Melody,’ I said.  
‘You can tell me to shut up if you like.’ 
‘Actually, I think this does have something to do with her.’ 
‘The time-travel story?’  
Cornish hadn’t attempted to turn the radio on this time so the only sound, apart from our voices, was that of the wheels on the road, the rain on the roof and the swish of the windscreen wipers.  
‘It’s not a story. It’s something real that is happening to me and I think it has something to do with her.’ 
He considered this. ‘Emotions are real.’ 
‘I’m not talking about emotions. I’m talking about the fact that I’ve lived through this day already and I’m scared about what it means.’ 
‘Life can be scary,’ he agreed. 
There was no point. No one was going to help me understand. 
‘Are you going to try to read the book, then, do you think?’ he asked. 
‘I might. Do you know which chapter has Frankenstein making the monster?’ 
‘Chapter five,’ he replied. ‘Why?’ 
‘I was thinking I might just skip to that bit.’ 
He laughed. ‘Why on earth would you do that?’ 
‘Because, that’s where it gets interesting.’ 

History Matters 
The first thing I did when I got home was go into the kitchen to turn off the hob, then pick up a dustpan and brush. I went into the living room and switched on the light.  
‘Too bright,’ said Ruby. 
I cleaned up the glass, then carefully tipped it into the bin and sat down at the kitchen table with the photograph. All my life, this picture had been my only window into the past. I knew every detail of it, from the watchstrap on my mother’s wrist to the missing button on her dungarees. I stared at that closed green door – not of some far-flung holiday cottage but of an old farmhouse right here in the valley. Finally, I had stepped into this picture, so why was I even more confused than before?  
Ruby joined me in the kitchen and looked at the photograph in my hand. ‘Sorry, lad. I had one of my moments.’ 
‘You always said you didn’t know where it was taken,’ I said. 
‘Yes. Maybe she was on holiday.’ 
‘Who with?’ 
‘Oh, Eddie, I can’t remember.’ Ruby held her hand to her temple to show that I was giving her a headache.  
‘I don’t believe you.’ 
‘Please  … ’ 
‘You have one photo of your daughter. Just one. And you don’t know where it was taken or who took it.’  
‘Photographs aren’t real. They only show —’ 
‘What things look like on the outside,’ I interrupted. ‘Except that’s not true. This shows more. I’m on the inside in this picture. You can’t see me but you know I’m there. You also know that there must be someone holding the camera. Who is she smiling at? Who took it?’ 
‘I’m sorry, Eddie. I can’t do this now. Not today.’ She turned to leave. 
‘I’ve been there. I’ve seen this door.’ I could feel the anger simmering inside of me. 
She stopped but avoided my gaze. ‘Was he there?’ she asked quietly. 
‘Who?’ 
‘It doesn’t matter. Don’t go back, please.’ 
‘Why? Who lives there?’ 
‘There’s nothing for you there. I imagine he’s moved now, anyway.’ 
‘Who?’ 
‘No one important.’ 
‘Who?’ 
Tense music played from the living room as a contestant reached the final sudden-death round. 
‘Please stay away from there,’ said Ruby. ‘Please. For me.’ 
‘Who lives there?’ 
‘I can’t  … ’  
‘What was his name?’ 
I had lived through enough of Ruby’s down days to know how to make her answer. Once my insistent nagging had worked its way inside her head and become a part of the pain that was already there, she would do anything to make it stop.  
‘His name is David Maguire. He was your mother’s lecturer at university, but that was a long time ago. Can we drop this now? It’s history.’ 
‘You say that like history doesn’t matter.’ 
‘Of course it matters, but there’s nothing we can do about it.’ Ruby sighed. ‘I understand that you want to find something else. I know ours is not much of a life. Maybe we’ll do better next time, eh, lad? But you won’t find any solutions buried in the past.’ 
She walked back to watch the end of the quiz show, leaving me alone with my thoughts. 

The Time Particle 
I unplugged the phone before leaving the house because, although I was wearing my uniform and carrying my bag, I had no intention of catching the bus that morning and I didn’t want Ruby to worry when the school called home.  
It felt good to take matters into my own hands. If I had to relive this day, I would do it on my own terms. I had slept badly the previous night, having been kept awake by my endlessly spiralling thoughts. I cycled up the hill, losing myself to the turn of the wheels, the coldness of the rain, and the burning of my leg muscles. I took the same route to the farmhouse that I had taken with Scarlett. As I wheeled my bike along the muddy path, it struck me that Scarlett had said there was probably a better way to get there, but it was too late to turn back. 
At the end of the field I found a safer way down. I was in no rush this time. My head was filled with the dark, bloodstained memory of the last time I had been there, but how could you remember something that was yet to happen?  
I stopped outside the door. The rain was still coming down hard so I had to be careful taking out the photograph from the book. I held it up but I didn’t need proof. I knew it was the same one. The photographer had stood on the other side of the stream, while my mother squinted in the sunlight. It was such a stark contrast to the dark skies above me that it felt like another world entirely.  
I knocked on the door. 
‘Who is it?’ shouted a voice. 
It was a simple enough question, but what was my answer?  
‘My name’s Eddie,’ I said. 
‘If you are here to sell something, I’m not interested.’ 
‘I think you knew my mother, Melody Dane.’  
There was a pause, followed by the voice saying, ‘Hold on.’ 
I heard locks being unlocked and bolts sliding to the side. When the door opened, it caught on the uneven floorboard.  
‘Give it a push, will you?’  
I pushed and the door swung open to reveal a messy-haired man wearing a white lab coat. I had seen him before, only the last time he had been lying on the floor, dead. Very much alive now, his keen eyes narrowed with interest as he inspected me. 
‘You’re Melody’s son?’ he said. 
‘Yes,’ I replied. 
There was something unnerving about the way he looked at me. In spite of the rain, he didn’t ask me in. 
‘Are you David Maguire?’ I asked. 
‘Er, yes  … ’ 
I showed him the photograph. ‘Did you take this?’  
He stared at it for a couple of seconds, then nodded, although I had to wonder if he was responding to me, or to some other unheard question. ‘Why are you here?’ he asked. 
‘Can I come in?’ I said. 
He moved out of the way and I stepped into the room full of books. I placed the photograph back between the pages of Frankenstein and dropped it into my bag. 
‘You taught Melody at university,’ I said. 
‘Yes, your mother was very bright. The brightest. Her death was, well, it was unfortunate.’ He bent down to pick up one of the clear plastic mousetraps and check whether it had caught anything. Finding it empty, he placed it back on the floor. 
‘Can I ask what you do here?’ I said. 
‘Nothing you could possibly understand,’ he replied. ‘Sorry, why are you here?’ 
‘I’ve been here before,’ I said. 
‘I know. She brought you here as a child.’ 
‘I don’t mean that,’ I began. ‘Hold on, I thought Melody dropped out of university after she had me. Why would she come here?’ 
‘She came here to help out with my project, but this is all a very long time ago. I fail to see what it has to do with anything.’ 
‘The last time I came here was next Saturday,’ I said. 
Maguire looked at me with curiosity. ‘Next Saturday?’ 
‘I can’t explain it, but I’ve lived through this day.’ 
‘Oh I see,’ said Maguire. ‘This is a joke, is it?’ 
‘No.’ 
‘I’m afraid you have got the wrong end of the stick, young man. I may tick all the boxes required for a crazy rogue scientist inventing a time machine but you have obviously failed to grasp the complexity of my work here.’ 
‘Your work?’  
I followed Maguire into the lab, careful this time to avoid the stacks of books as I entered the brightly lit room filled with computer screens and scientific equipment. 
‘What is all this stuff?’ I asked. 
‘It’s a particle accelerator,’ he replied. ‘It isolates subatomic particles and enables me to manipulate them. It has been built with the specific purpose of studying the time particle, which is presumably the reason for your time-travel joke.’ 
‘What’s a time particle?’ 
‘To answer that, you must first ask what is time.’ 
‘I don’t know,’ I said. 
‘Of course you don’t. Physicists have wrestled with this question for many years. The general belief is that time is a dimension that we travel through, but this is incorrect. Time is a force that acts upon us, like gravity. It is a physical law that we must obey and the things that govern that relationship are known as time particles. They exist within us and all around us. They regulate our relationship with time, ensuring that we move forward at a constant rate.’ 
I was trying to keep up but Maguire didn’t seem especially interested in whether I was following or not.  
‘Seconds, minutes, hours, days, months and years are the measurements we use for time, created in accordance with the specific movements of our planet and sun. The time particle, however, is not unique to our position in the galaxy. It is a universal necessity. It is a requirement for existence, just as water is a prerequisite for life.’ 
‘So what’s it look like?’ 
‘It doesn’t look like anything. We are talking about something so small it couldn’t be seen even with the most powerful magnification. This equipment enables me to monitor these particles, not see them. It stands to reason, you see, that if the time particle can be isolated, it can be manipulated, and thus our relationship with time can be altered.’ 
‘But aren’t you talking about time travel?’ 
‘No, I am not,’ he snapped.  
‘But —’ 
‘Let me explain it.’ Maguire grabbed a clipboard and blank piece of paper. He drew a line. ‘Look. We know that time moves in one direction, which is why we remember the past but we do not remember the future. In that sense, we are all travelling through time, because we are travelling forward at a constant rate governed by the time particle. To travel backwards, however, would involve moving to an earlier point.’ He drew a loop to indicate this.  
‘Yes, exactly —’ 
‘But the very act of making this jump would necessarily cause a split in the timeline.’ He drew a second line coming off the first that connected with the loop. ‘However, the first line would also have to remain for the jump to be possible. This would involve the duplication of every molecule in the universe, creating at least two separate strands of existence. There is no evidence to suggest that this is possible.’ 
He hastily scribbled over the lines, tore the paper off the clipboard, screwed it up and threw it away. 
‘So what is all this stuff for, then?’  
‘The isolation of the time particle will enable an alteration of our relationship with time.’ 
‘Meaning?’ 
‘Imagine if you could slow down time so that a second lasted an hour or speed it up so that a day vanished in the blink of eye. Time particle acceleration will change how we experience time, much in the same way that the invention of the steam train or air travel altered our relationship with distance. The development of faster transportation made the world a smaller place. My invention will do the same for time. We will be able to control time.’ 
‘But what’s all this got to do with my mother?’ 
‘Melody was instrumental in the formation of this idea. She believed in me when others did not. If she had lived, I have no doubt she would have remained involved with this project. I owe her a great debt, and finally, after many years, I am almost at the point of completion.’ 
‘You mean you can now slow down time?’ I said. 
‘Any day now. What a coincidence that you should show up now at the final stages of the project your mother helped start, but I suppose it was inevitable that you would turn up at some point.’ 
‘Inevitable how?’ 
He didn’t answer the question, instead finding a computer screen that required his urgent attention.  
‘Look, I’m not very good at this sort of thing. Feelings and  …  you know  …  emotions.’ 
‘What are you talking about?’ I asked. 
‘What has Ruby told you?’ he said. 
‘Very little except to stay away.’ 
‘She said the same to me. She made it very clear after your mother’s death that I was not welcome. I suppose she blamed me.’ 
‘Blamed you? For what?’ 
‘For Melody’s death. It was my car she was driving, you see, and if we hadn’t argued, she would never have been out on such a stormy night. Perhaps Ruby was right to hold me responsible.’ 
‘I thought her argument was with Ruby.’ 
‘Your mother was capable of arguing with more than one person at a time. She was very intelligent but she was not the easiest of people.’ 
‘What were you arguing about?’ I asked. 
‘I told her that she should go back and finish her degree, that she shouldn’t let a child get in the way of her career. She thought I was  … ’ Maguire looked at me and his words faded away. ‘Anyway, she shouldn’t have been driving that night. Especially not with a child in the back. It was typically irresponsible of her.’ 
‘What child?’ 
‘You, of course,’ he said plainly. ‘Oh, you didn’t know? I’m sorry. I did tell you that I’m not much good at this sort of thing.’ 

Temporal Coma 
I didn’t understand why Ruby had lied to me, but Maguire was not especially interested in the subject. He busied himself in the lab, apparently unaware of the impact of his words on me. There was something strangely detached about the man. Hearing a noise in the other room, he dashed out, only to return with a mouse trapped inside one of the clear plastic boxes. He placed it on a wooden chair and pointed a huge telescope-like thing at it. He then adjusted a few dials, checked all of the monitors and made several notes on his clipboard, all the time muttering to himself. 
‘What are you going to do to the mouse?’ I asked. 
‘You’re not one of those animal rights people, are you?’ he said. 
‘No, but —’ 
‘Good.’ 
‘Are you going to hurt it?’  
‘I have no reason to believe that the process will have any effect on its nerve endings. I’ll be altering its time perception, so no, it shouldn’t experience any pain. I will be isolating its governing time particles in order to alter its time perception.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘Rodent testing is necessary for me to ensure that all aspects are taken into account before I move on to the first human experiment.’ 
‘But why mess about with time, anyway? What’s the point?’ 
He paused to consider this as though it was a strange question. ‘The furtherance of science, primarily,’ he said, ‘but one can perceive of practical applications. Imagine if you could, I don’t know, dodge a bullet, or have more time to stop the spread of a disease before it became an epidemic. Millions of lives could be saved. Oh, the camera. I almost forgot the camera.’ He darted back out and returned with a small video camera, which he attached to a wobbly tripod. He aimed the camera at the mouse and fiddled to get it into focus.  
It was the same camera and chair that I had seen on my previous visit. The mouse desperately and hopelessly searched for a way out of the trap, while Maguire made a few final adjustments.  
‘The accelerator will first isolate our subject’s governing time particles,’ he said. 
He flicked various switches. I was half expecting a flash of lightning or a huge laser beam to shoot from the end but, instead, the machine made a slightly louder buzzing noise and the mouse quivered in fear. 
‘Look here.’ Maguire pointed at a computer screen full of white dots. Every few seconds the screen refreshed, showing the dots had moved. ‘Each one of those dots represents a time particle,’ he said. ‘I will now establish which of these control the rodent’s temporal movement.’ 
The machine beeped and Maguire spent several minutes scribbling down things on his piece of paper. ‘Yes. Got them.’ 
He went back to the main machine and typed a few numbers. ‘Having isolated them, we now accelerate the time particles.’ 
‘You mean, you make them go faster?’ 
He looked annoyed by the question. ‘No. We are essentially copying particles, then firing them back at themselves. Without a PhD in particle physics you stand very little chance of understanding this. Even with one, you’d struggle. Now, please be quiet.’ 
The telescope-like thing moved closer to the petrified mouse.  
‘Isn’t the plastic in the way?’ I asked. 
Maguire shook his head. ‘I am dealing with things a million times smaller than an atom. Now, watch what happens to the rodent when its time particles are accelerated.’ 
One of the machines made a kind of ticking noise, and the mouse went rigid and keeled over. 
‘You’ve killed it!’ I exclaimed. 
‘No,’ said Maguire. ‘He’s not dead. This monitor is measuring the mouse’s heartbeat. Normally that would be around six hundred and seventy beats per minute, but this little rodent’s rate has slowed down to the speed of a blue whale’s.’ 
Peering closely, I could see that the mouse’s eyes were wide open. 
‘What’s happening to him?’ 
‘His perception of time is being altered. He’s in what I’ve been calling a temporal coma. The problem, of course, is that I can’t ask him what he is experiencing, which is why I need to move on and test it on myself.’ 
The rigid mouse was a horrific sight. ‘You’re going to do that to yourself?’ 
‘Once all the teething problems have been eradicated, yes.’ 
‘What problems?’ 
A machine beeped. ‘Watch. He’s about to come out of the coma. This bit is fascinating.’ 
The mouse twitched, and very suddenly began to move. It ran around the inside of the trap, making a terrible high-pitched squealing noise, then suddenly scrunched up into a ball. 
‘Has it gone back into the coma?’ I asked. 
‘No. It’s dead now,’ said Maguire.  
‘I thought you said you weren’t going to hurt it.’ 
‘I didn’t hurt it, but the process is not properly refined yet. The mice are still experiencing some kind of brain overload which kills them the moment they return to their originating point in time.’ 
‘So you’ve killed lots of mice’ 
He sighed. ‘These rodents are dying in the name of science. We all should hope for such a noble death.’ 

Possibility of Parenthood 
‘May I see the photograph again?’ asked Maguire. 
I reached into my bag and pulled out the book. 
‘Frankenstein,’ he said. ‘Interesting choice.’ 
‘We’re doing it at school.’ 
‘It was one of Melody’s favourites, if my memory serves me right. Her copy is here somewhere, along with all her other books.’ 
I handed him the photograph.  
‘They’re her books? Why are they here?’ I asked. 
‘She left them here. I’ve been meaning to throw them out. Perhaps you want them? You could take them with you. Personally, I’ve never seen the point in fiction. There are enough true things to learn without filling one’s head with made-up stories.’ 
‘But why did she leave them here in the first place?’ 
Maguire handed the picture back to me. ‘I remember that day,’ he said. ‘We had just begun work on the first of this machine’s many predecessors.’ 
‘Why are my mother’s books here?’  
Maguire shifted awkwardly. ‘You should probably speak to Ruby about that.’ 
‘About what?’ 
‘It’s not really for me to say these things.’ 
‘What things?’  
‘Besides, I did suggest we find out,’ he said. ‘I thought that if we had a definitive answer on your parentage then it might be better for everyone.’ 
‘What are you talking about?’ 
‘The possibility of me being your father,’ he said, ‘although Melody never furnished me with the exact percentage of that possibility.’ 
‘My father?’ 
‘Your mother was always extremely evasive on the subject.’ 
‘No one told me.’ 
‘Yes, I can see that.’ 
‘Ruby always said she didn’t know anything about my dad.’  
‘Dad is a word generally associated with close familial contact. We are talking about biological parentage and the likelihood that I am genetically responsible for your existence. Whatever the truth, I’m not dad material.’ 
I could hear him talking and the detached tone of his voice but, as I listened, my thoughts became tangled up with my memories. I knew I had no memory of my mother, so why could I now picture her face? Why did this feel like a conversation we had had before? I remembered Cornish talking about déjà vu. Is that what this was? 
The world suddenly felt very unstable and I lost my balance. I staggered into the chair and sent the dead mouse flying off. I knocked something over. It was an old farmer’s gun that had been leaning against the wall behind the door. It was the same one Cornish had been holding. I felt a shooting pain in my head. I could tell that Maguire was kneeling down in front of me saying something, but it wasn’t his voice I could hear.  
‘Come on, lad, snap out of this.’ It was Ruby. ‘You’ve frightened us all enough now. Please, wake up, Eddie.’  
I could hear her but I couldn’t see her. When I closed my eyes, I saw Maguire lying dead in the pool of blood. He turned to look at me and his cold, dead lips moved, as though he was trying to tell me something. I wanted to scream but I didn’t know how. The pool of red liquid was spreading toward me, but it dripped away before it reached me, taking the memory with it.  
I was back in the room with Maguire leaning over me, looking concerned. 
‘You appear to have fainted,’ he said.  
‘Get off me.’  
I pushed him back and ran out of the room, but forgot about the books and sent a pile flying. When I reached the front door, I glanced over my shoulder. Maguire was watching me with a look of mild curiosity, but my eyes were drawn to the cover of one of the books I had knocked over. It was a black hardback with the word FRANKENSTEIN printed in gold capital letters on the front. 

The Ugliness of Regret 
What else had Ruby lied about? She was honest enough about how terrible it was to be lumbered with me, so why had she avoided telling me about Maguire or the truth about Melody’s accident?  
Lost in thought as I pedalled down the road, I didn’t see the truck until it was almost upon me. It sounded its horn and I swerved to the side. I must have hit a stone because I went flying off my bike and landed on the verge. The driver didn’t stop to check whether I was all right. I sat on the grass. My heart pounded. I looked over the edge and imagined a stormy night and my mother driving fast with me in the back seat.  
I liked the feeling of the rain on my face and the damp ground beneath my hands because it reminded me that this was real. I checked my bike. It was undamaged so I got back on.  
It was lunchtime when I reached the school gates. I stood behind the thin wire fence, watching the first shift go into the hall.  
Amongst the many thoughts that twisted through my mind was the vision of that mouse’s wide eyes. Awake but unaware. What horror had that rodent lived through before its death? I ran my fingers over my face, trying to understand what was happening to me. Why, when I looked up at the sky, did it seem as white as a hospital ceiling? Where did that thought even come from? I had no memory of ever being in a hospital, but if Maguire had been telling the truth, surely I would have been taken to one after the crash? Was it that memory that I was now accessing? 
I saw Angus in the canteen window, looking at me. He raised a hand to wave. I quickly jumped back on my bike. 
The rest of the day was lost in the rain and the endless turning of the bicycle wheels. When I finally got home, I opened the door and heard Ruby’s crackly jazz record playing. Chaotic, tuneless sounds. I looked at Ruby’s painting. 
‘What do you think?’ she asked. 
‘I don’t know,’ I replied. 
She pushed her paintbrush into her hair and turned to look at me. ‘Is everything all right, Eddie?’ 
‘Is he my father?’ I said. 
Ruby sat down. ‘You’ve been to see him.’ She sighed. ‘That’s why you weren’t at school.’ 
‘How do you know I wasn’t?’ 
‘I plugged the phone in. Don’t worry. I covered for you and said you were sick.’ 
I was too angry to feel grateful. ‘He told me I was in the car when Melody crashed. 
‘Of course he did.’ 
‘Is it true?’ 
‘Truth.’ I hated Ruby’s smile at that moment. ‘Is that what you’re after?’ 
‘I want to know what happened.’ 
‘Knowing what happened isn’t the same as knowing the truth.’ 
‘Just tell me.’ 
Ruby walked to the record player and turned it down. ‘Yes, you were in the car. Yes, Maguire is probably your father.’ 
‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ 
‘I didn’t tell you about Maguire because your mother made it extremely clear that he had no claim over you. I thought he deserved to know whether he was your father or not but she didn’t want him to have anything to do with your upbringing.’ 
‘So you lied to me.’ 
‘The world is held together by lies. When I paint, I’m searching for the truth between them but I’m no better at this than anyone else. Worse, probably.’ 
‘I’m not talking about your stupid painting,’ I shouted.  
Ruby pulled the paintbrush from her hair and dropped it into a jar of discoloured water. ‘Do you really want to know why I kept the truth from you all these years about you being in the back of that car?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Because once I tell you, you can’t be untold.’ 
‘I want to know the truth.’ 
‘The truth is, I couldn’t bear to tell you that when your mother decided to kill herself she also tried to take you with her.’ 
‘Kill herself?’ It was all I could say. 
‘Things were not good between her and David. After you were born, she was lower than I had ever seen her. She had given up her studies. She was stuck here with me and with you.’ 
‘So?’ 
‘Eddie, Melody knew that road as well as anyone.’ 
‘You’re saying she drove off it on purpose with me in the back?’ I said. 
‘I don’t know. I used to think that. It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t change anything.’ 
Ruby placed a hand on my arm but I shook her off me.  
‘I’m sorry, lad. I really am.’ 
She turned the volume back up on the record player, filling the room with chaos. I looked at her painting. The splashes and strokes of random colours began to move in front of my eyes, forming shapes and scenes. I saw a face. I saw the curve of a road and the swirling patterns of a storm cloud. None of these images lasted more than a second but each left a deep imprint on my eyes.  
‘It’s regret,’ said Ruby. 
‘It’s horrible,’ I said. 

The Love of Heights 
With Ruby’s jazz and the confusion in my head, I didn’t  know how long the phone had been ringing by the time I heard it. I pushed the living room door shut and picked up the receiver. From the screaming and shouting on the other end, I knew it was Angus before he spoke.  
‘Shut up! I’m on the phone,’ I heard him yell. 
‘Mum, Angus told me to shut up,’ responded one of the twins. 
‘Angus, please don’t tell your brother to shut up,’ shouted his mother. 
‘Sorry, Eddie. It’s all gone mad here,’ said Angus. ‘Where were you today?’ 
‘Off sick,’ I said. 
‘Off sick, sick?’ he responded. ‘Or, you know, sick sick?’ 
‘What sort of sick is it if you’re actually visiting someone who tells you he might be your father?’ 
‘I’m not sure there’s a word for that.’ 
‘Angus,’ I said, ‘you know how we make everything into a joke?’ 
‘Yes, I like that about us.’ 
‘What if it’s not?’ 
‘Are you all right, Eddie?’  
I wanted to tell him everything I had learned about Maguire and Melody and the accident but I didn’t know how. Most of the time, Angus and I said things to make each other laugh. We didn’t talk about real stuff. If this even was real stuff. 
‘I’m fine,’ I said.  
‘Was it you I saw outside at lunchtime?’ he asked. 
‘I don’t know.’ It was true. I didn’t know. Had I stood outside the school at lunchtime or had I been at school all day? My voice wavered as I said, ‘I think I might have gone mad.’ 
‘Didn’t that happen years ago?’ asked Angus. ‘Now, are you still up for the project tomorrow?’ 
‘What project?’ 
‘The Ten Top Challenge. The trees.’  
‘Oh that. What’s the point?’ 
Angus didn’t reply immediately but when he did, he said, ‘You want to know the point? Tomorrow morning I’ll most probably be woken up by one of the twins throwing the other onto my face. After that, my day will involve screaming, punching, puking, lots of shouting and unfair blaming, then door slamming and, finally, more screaming.’ 
I laughed.  
‘But once we get up that first tree, Eddie, there’s none of that. It’s just you and me. You know when you’re right up high and you realise it’s windier up there than it is down below and the branch is swinging back and forward? Great big swings and you just have to cling on until it stops? And you feel dizzy and terrified and just brilliant? I love that.’ 
‘I hate that,’ I said. 
‘I love it because you’ve got no control over what happens but, at the same time, it’s up to you not to let go. Isn’t that the point of doing anything, to feel like that?’ 
‘I don’t know the point of anything. Remember, I’ve gone mad.’ 
‘Well, I’m completing this project whether you’re with me or not. These trees need climbing and I’m going to climb them. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?’ 
‘It’s going to rain tomorrow,’ I said. 
‘It’s not supposed to. Hold on, someone’s shouting for me. I’M ON THE PHONE! Listen, Eddie, I’ve got to go. World War Three is breaking out.’ 
Angus hung up and I started up the stairs, but Ruby appeared at the living room door.  
‘Are we still arguing?’ she asked. 
‘Not if it means you’ll leave me alone,’ I replied. 
‘Come on, lad. I can’t change what’s already done and I wouldn’t change my part in it if I could. How could anyone tell a child those things?’ 
‘How could anyone keep it a secret?’ 
‘Better a secret than have you blame yourself.’ 
‘Why did she have me in the first place if it made her so sad?’  
‘Your mother  …  She was a complicated person.’ 
‘So I keep hearing.’ 
‘She could be very stubborn. I think she had you because everyone was telling her not to go through with it. She wanted to prove us all wrong.’ 
‘Us?’ I said. ‘Did you tell her not to have me?’ 
Ruby leaned against the doorframe and sighed. ‘I didn’t know you then.’ 
‘Who has a child to prove a point?’ I asked. 
‘What Melody never realised is that if you always do the opposite of everyone else, you end up being just as restricted as if you always do what you’re told. You end up feeling every bit as trapped.’  
‘Is that how she felt? Trapped by me?’ 
‘She was trapped by her decisions. Not by you, lad.’ 

The ETA 
Patrick Cornish was the first murderer Liphook had ever interviewed.  
‘Mr Cornish,’ said Liphook. ‘Do you understand where you are?’ 
He wore the look of a man who had just woken up from a terrible nightmare. ‘I’m in hospital,’ he said at last. ‘What’s wrong with me?’ 
‘I’m not a doctor. I’m a police officer,’ she replied.  
‘What’s happened?’ 
‘What do you remember about today?’ 
‘The last thing I remember was tidying up after class and then  …  Eddie was waiting for me outside. I’d offered him a lift. Then, I don’t know what.’ 
‘It’s Saturday today. There’s no school.’ 
‘Saturday? No. This is Thursday I’m talking about.’ 
‘Perhaps it will help if I tell you what I know. This morning, Saturday morning, you drove to the residence of David Maguire.’ 
‘I don’t know who that is.’ 
‘You parked outside his farmhouse, found his gun and shot him dead.’ 
Cornish stared at her in utter disbelief. ‘There’s been a mistake.’  
It was hard to believe she was talking to a murderer. ‘You then shot two children.’ 
‘I can’t have. I’ve never  …  I wouldn’t.’ 
‘The detectives will take a full statement from you when they arrive,’ said Liphook. ‘You can tell me anything. Why did you shoot the kids, Patrick?’ 
‘I didn’t. I wouldn’t. Hold on, shouldn’t I have a lawyer here?’ 
‘You most definitely should but it won’t do you any harm to tell me what happened.’ 
The door opened. Liphook turned, expecting to see a doctor or a nurse but two men dressed in smart dark suits entered.  
‘Officer Liphook,’ said the taller of the two men. ‘Good job. First on the scene of the crime.’ 
‘You can’t start like that,’ said the other. ‘You have to say who you are first.’ 
‘Officer Liphook,’ said the first. ‘My colleague and I are from a government agency affiliated to the criminal investigation department.’ 
‘What agency?’ 
‘It’s called the ETA.’ 
‘What’s that stand for?’ 
‘We can’t say,’ said the shorter man. ‘Why were you at David Maguire’s today?’ 
‘I followed a stolen car there, but this is the man you should be talking to,’ began Liphook. 
‘Yes, we are well aware of Mr Cornish’s involvement, thank you,’ said the first. 
‘My involvement?’ said Cornish. ‘What’s going on? Who are you?’ 
‘Please, Mr Cornish, all will be made quite clear to you in due course,’ said the first man. 
‘Actually  … ’ said the other. The two men turned around and whispered quietly to each other, then turned back to face Liphook and Cornish. ‘Sorry. My colleague has pointed out that it will not be made clear to you but that can’t be helped, so let’s move on, shall we?’ 
‘What?’ exclaimed Cornish. 
‘Now, Officer Liphook, tell us about this stolen car.’ 
‘It belongs to Mrs Spinks. Her cat was in the back. She reported it stolen.’ 
‘The cat or the car?’ asked the shorter. 
‘Both. I spotted the car driving erratically along the main valley road so I followed it to a field, where two juveniles abandoned it. I then followed them to the farmhouse.’ 
The taller of the two men made a note of this in a pad, then flipped over the page and showed it to his colleague. ‘Yes, that seems about right. Did you apprehend the car thieves?’ 
‘They’re in the hospital. Their names are Lauren Bliss and Eddie Dane.’ 
‘Lauren Bliss?’ From their reaction, the two clearly knew the name. ‘Where is she now?’ 
‘Eddie stole a car?’ said Cornish. 
‘Lauren is in a hospital bed,’ said Liphook. ‘But I think you’re missing the point. The gun was fired by Patrick Cornish. He killed a man and shot two kids.’ 
The two men weren’t listening. They turned to leave. 
‘What about me?’ asked Cornish. 
‘Well, you probably want to use loss of memory as your defence,’ said the shorter man.  
‘Yes. Good luck with that,’ said the other. 
‘What? This isn’t right,’ protested Cornish. 
‘You’ve only yourself to blame,’ said the taller man. 
‘In a sense,’ added the shorter.  
‘In a sense,’ repeated the other. 
‘What’s going on?’ demanded Liphook. ‘I want to see your credentials. Who are you people?’ 
Neither man answered and she followed them along the corridor to the bed where Lauren Bliss had been, only to find it empty. Lauren was gone. In the bed next to hers lay Eddie, still unconscious. Ruby was sitting next to him, with her head slumped over the side of the bed, fast asleep. But Lauren was gone. 
‘None of this makes any sense,’ said Liphook. 
‘Yes,’ said the first. ‘I’m afraid that is correct.’ 

Second Saturday 
My second Saturday morning, I sat at the kitchen table, watching the rain trickle down the window, wondering if each droplet would be following the exact zigzagged line as before. I thought about Maguire’s diagram explaining what would happen if you went back in time, and how it meant there would be two realities, each a copy of the other. How exact did it have to be? Was every droplet of water acting in the same way as the last time this all happened? 
I was so entranced by the rain on the windowpane that I almost jumped out of my skin when the phone rang. I paused before answering. Ruby’s friends knew not to call so early, which meant that it was Angus, but I wasn’t in the mood to talk to him about trees.  
‘Eddie, lad, are you up? That’s the phone,’ I heard Ruby shout from upstairs.  
‘I’ve got it,’ I responded. I picked up the receiver but, before I could say a word, I heard Maguire’s voice say, ‘Eddie? Is that you? I understand now. You were right.’  
‘What’s happened? What do you understand?’ I replied. 
‘I see now. You were right. It is possible to travel back. Come quickly. We must try to understand what happened to you.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘Because I think it may be extremely important.’ 
‘You didn’t even believe me before,’ I said. ‘What’s changed?’ 
‘I’ve changed, Eddie,’ he said. ‘I’ve been back too.’ 
‘Where?’ 
‘It’s not important where I went. The question is where have you come from?’ 
‘I’ll come now,’ I said.  
I grabbed my coat and shouted, ‘I’m going out.’ I don’t know if Ruby heard and I wasn’t going to hang around waiting for her to respond.  
This time, instead of trying to cross the muddy field, I continued down the hill until I found a lower path that brought me level with the farmhouse. I leaned my bike against the wall and knocked loudly on the door. The reply came, not in the form of a voice, but as a gunshot. A bullet ripped a hole in the door. I dived to the ground, face down in the mud. 
‘That was a warning,’ yelled Maguire from the other side. 
‘Don’t shoot! It’s me, Eddie.’ 
‘Eddie who?’ 
‘Eddie Dane. I was here yesterday.’ 
‘If you’re from the agency, you have to declare it now. That’s the protocol.’ 
‘I don’t know what that means,’ I said. 
Maguire opened the door. As usual it got stuck halfway. ‘Blasted thing,’ he said, yanking it open. He was wearing the same white lab coat as before but his eyes looked wild and frightened, and he had a graze on his head. ‘Why are you here?’ he demanded. 
‘You called me,’ I said, still on the ground in the mud and the rain. 
‘When did I call you?’ 
‘I don’t know, fifteen minutes ago?’  
‘Why?’ 
‘Why what?’ 
‘Why did I call you?’ he demanded. 
‘You said you knew what was going on and that you believed me about the jumping-back-in-time thing.’ 
‘Who’s gone back in time?’ 
‘Me.’ 
‘Ha,’ he said, waving the gun in my face. ‘So you are echo jumping. I knew it. What’s your originating version and time?’ 
‘What are you talking about?’ 
‘How far back have you jumped? What are you doing here?’ 
‘I  …  Well, I only got as far as today, except it was different,’ I said, ‘and I don’t know why it happened.’ 
‘You don’t know?’ he said. Then, after a moment’s reflection, he repeated it. ‘You don’t know.’ His eyes widened and he looked around, as though checking if anyone was there and said, with certainty this time, ‘You don’t know. Yes. Inside now. It’s not safe out here.’ 
‘Not safe? You’re pointing a gun at me.’ 
‘Inside,’ snarled Maguire. 

Echo Jumping 
I couldn’t put my finger on how Maguire was different, but he had definitely changed. It was more than the wild look in his eyes and the way his shaking hands gripped the gun. It was something about the way he moved as he flitted around the room, ensuring the curtains were all drawn. 
‘You said I called you. How did I sound?’ he asked. 
‘Excited, I suppose,’ I replied, ‘but why are you asking this like you don’t know?’ 
‘Never mind that. What did I say? What were my exact words?’ 
‘You said that you had  … ’ It was strange. As I tried to recall it, I realised I couldn’t remember what he had said to me. A nagging thought occurred to me that it had never happened. 
‘It’s hazy, isn’t it?’ said Maguire. ‘They’re untethered memories, shifting pasts. Classic early echo-jump side effects before I managed to fine-tune the process.’ He placed his hand to my temple. ‘Any hallucinations? Odd associations?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Tell me about the repeated days. What differences have there been?’ 
My first thought was of Scarlett but I remembered her saying she would be in trouble if anyone discovered that I knew anything. I didn’t want to mention her, but I did want to understand what all this was about. ‘My English teacher, Mr Cornish, came here to kill you.’ 
‘Patrick Cornish?’ he said. 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Interesting. Did he succeed?’ 
‘In killing you?’ 
‘Yes. In killing me.’ 
‘I think he did, yes. He used that gun. Or at least, I thought he did, only he can’t have done, can he?’ 
Maguire smiled. It was an odd reaction to being told that he had been shot dead. ‘Why were you here?’ 
‘He was acting weirdly on my way home,’ I said, ‘so the next day I followed him and he came here.’  
‘On your own?’ 
‘On my own,’ I said. 
‘It would be in your best interests to tell me the truth. Remember, I do have a gun.’ He held it up both as a reminder and a threat. 
‘It was just me,’ I said. ‘Now will you tell me what’s going on?’ 
‘I very much doubt you could understand it.’ 
‘Try me.’ 
‘You are mid-echo jump. Since your originating point was here and you jumped back two days, I think we can safely assume that this, the first time-particle accelerator, was used and that it was used in a hurry, meaning that whoever sent you back didn’t have time to adjust the settings. Which leads us to the question of who sent you back. Who was here with you?’ 
‘What’s an echo jump?’ I asked. ‘And how come you know all this when yesterday you didn’t know anything? And how come you don’t remember calling me? And why are you still pointing a gun at me?’ 
Maguire lowered the gun and placed it on the armchair. 
‘Maybe I should show you the recording.’ 
‘What recording?’ 
‘People love the recording.’ 
Maguire walked into the back room, where he picked up a camera and found a lead to connect it to one of the computers. After a little jiggling of wires and pressing buttons, an image came onscreen of Maguire sitting on the stool in front of the blank wall.  
‘Watch this now,’ said Maguire. ‘This is a real piece of history. Or at least, it will be.’ 

A Scientific Demonstration 
‘My name is David Maguire and this is a scientific demonstration.’  
The on-screen Maguire reached forward and clumsily swivelled the camera around to show the equipment that was pointing directly at him. 
‘I have, for some years now, believed that there exists a particle that governs our relationship with time. Those of my peers who doubted this belief should understand that I feel no ill will towards them. In fact, without their firm hands pushing me away from the established scientific community, I would never have been able to fully dedicate my time to this pursuit. 
‘Soon I will publish a paper detailing the specifics of my findings, but for the sake of this demonstration, try imagining that just as a strand of DNA holds the blueprint of life, the time particle contains all information pertaining to that which has already occurred: the past. Whether it also contains that which is yet to occur, I do not know. But let’s not try to run before we can walk. What I am sure of is that this particle governs our forward movement through time. Let us take this book as an example.’ 
Maguire held up the hardback copy of Frankenstein. 
‘A book contains many traces of history. This is a story written by Mary Shelley in 1816, published in 1818, then again with changes by the author in 1831. This edition was published in  … ’ Maguire opened it up and checked the date inside. ‘1937. I can’t tell you how many owners it has had, how many hands have held it, or whose eyes have perused the words. What I can say is that each molecule that makes up each page is governed by time particles that ensure that this book travels forwards through time. It began life in pristine condition but now its pages have smudges from dirty fingers, folds from those who wanted to keep their place and other marks, common in old books. Time, as we have always understood it, allows for things to become worn and we would all be very surprised if the book’s condition improved over the years.  
‘I will now use this book to demonstrate how time is not what we thought it was. For some reason, best known to the publishers, there are two completely blank pages at the back.’ He held the book open to its back pages, at first putting it too close to the camera, causing it to lose focus, then moving it further away before lowering it. ‘I have never read this book and only selected it because I was reminded of it recently. Now, watch carefully as I turn to a page, completely at random.’  
He flicked through the pages and chose one.  
‘I will now read the first sentence my eyes have fallen upon. The different accidents of life are not so changeable as the feelings of human nature.’ 
He paused to reflect on this before continuing. 
‘That is the first time I have read that line. It’s rather good and oddly appropriate. Watch now, as I turn on the time particle accelerator, which will send me on a short jump back along my own timeline. You will not be able to join me on this journey, but will instead witness me falling into a short temporal coma. Please do not be alarmed by this.’ 
He leaned forward and flicked a switch, then sat back in the chair.  
‘My time perception is now being  … ’ 
His voice drifted away and he fell forward, crashing straight into the camera and, for a few seconds, the screen showed nothing but the ceiling until Maguire picked it up. This time he had a graze on his temple. 
‘Now look,’ he said.  
He pointed the camera at the book, opened it and revealed on the blank pages, written in messy handwriting, the sentence: The different accidents of life are not so changeable as the feelings of human nature.  
He swung the camera back to his face. ‘Obviously, you’re thinking this is a trick. I could have written this while the camera was not pointing at me but I assure you it is not. The acceleration of my governing time particles sent me back into my own past. Physically I remained here but my conscious self returned to an earlier point in my life. It entered this very body two days ago. Thursday morning. I was not there long, just long enough to find a pen and write the sentence that I had just read. To avoid confusion, rather than labelling this time travel, which has too many connotations and inherent inaccuracies, I am calling this echo jumping because I returned to an earlier point of my existence, just as a sound wave can bounce back in the form of an echo. I am yet to fully establish the consequences of causality involved in this temporal shift but, as you’ve seen from my demonstration, it is possible to alter events. Whatever the truth, this is a significant leap forward, both in the history of science and in the science of history.’ 

An Altered Version 
Maguire pressed stop on the camera. ‘Any questions?’ 
I had so many I didn’t know where to begin. He disconnected the camera but the image of his frozen face remained on the monitor.  
‘Go on,’ he said. ‘You can ask me anything. This is a museum, after all. Or it will be. I believe they call this one the discovery room.’ 
‘Okay,’ I said, ‘if you went back in time and wrote the sentence two days ago, then why wasn’t it there when you opened up the book in the first place?’  
‘That is a very good question and one which will take many years of research and speculation to answer.’ He switched off the monitor. 
‘Which is another way of saying that you don’t know,’ I said. 
Maguire smiled patiently at me. ‘I did not say it was unanswerable. I said it would take time, and indeed it did.’ 
‘I don’t understand.’ 
‘You think I am the same man you spoke to this morning on the phone?’ 
‘Aren’t you?’ 
‘Yes and no. This is certainly the same hand that dialled the number and called you.’ He wiggled his fingers. ‘I am speaking with the same vocal cords that spoke to you, but this is not the same consciousness.’ He tapped his forehead.  ‘In my timeline, I have never called you on the phone. Not that I can remember anyway.’ 
‘But  …  I  …  What?’ 
‘I have jumped back to this point from a version of the future.’ 
‘You’re from the future?’ 
He nodded. ‘We don’t have time to go into my reasons for being here, but it does mean that I can answer your question about the outcome of the experiment, although I don’t hold a great deal of hope you’ll fully understand this first time. It takes the world a long time to adjust to the complexities of echo technology. A long time, indeed.’ 
‘Echo technology?’ 
‘Don’t get too distracted by the technical terms. Think about it this way: there are two predictable consequences of the experiment with the book. In the first, it simply doesn’t work. In the second, it does. We call these two possibilities, the originating and the altered versions. In the originating version, I am disappointed by the failure yet intrigued by the inability to affect the future. In the altered version, or the echo, the experiment is a success. The words have miraculously appeared on the page.’ 
‘Then they should have been there when you opened the book.’ 
‘Intriguing, isn’t it? Imagine you’re a bungee jumper leaping off a bridge over a river. At the furthest point of the jump, you dip your hand into the water and pick up a stone from the riverbed. The cord then snaps back and returns you to your jump point with the stone in your hand.’ 
‘Bungee jumping?’ 
‘Yes, except that the bridge in this case is your originating point in time, the lake is the past and the stone is whatever you changed when you went back.’ 
‘There’s a bit of difference between taking a stone out of a river and changing the past.’ 
‘Not as much as you might think. The river’s flow is altered, much as the course of events are changed.’ 
‘But surely you return to a different bridge if you’ve changed something.’ 
‘Eddie, don’t spend too much time worrying about bridges or rivers. These analogies are never perfect. Echo technology is extremely complicated even when simplified. The important thing is that it is possible to go back to the past and affect the future. But here is the thing that most struggle with: while the bungee rope itself remains intact, each jump has both outcomes. Both the originating and altered versions coexist.’ 
‘How do you know?’ 
‘Try repeating the experiment with the book and you soon discover that you have a fifty-fifty success rate, because half the time you’ll return to the originating version, not the altered version.’ 
‘So which is the real one?’ 
‘Real is not a helpful word. Time doesn’t distinguish between versions.’ 
‘You’re saying that every time you do this thing with the book, you’re making another version of the world.’ 
‘That’s a very neat way of putting it. As I continue with my investigations, I will discover how the jump cord can be broken, once a return is made to the originating version, to destroy the altered version. This prevents all that messing-about-with-the-past business and makes it possible to echo jump back and do whatever you like without worrying about what your actions will do to the future.’ 
‘But if you’d done that, then the thing with the book wouldn’t have worked.’ 
‘Exactly. I performed these early jumps before I learned how to clean up these versions.’ 
‘And before it was the law to do so.’ 
We both turned to see Scarlett standing in the doorway. The curly red hair was gone. In its place was straight blond hair. The green-blue eyes were the same, though. 
‘Hi, Eddie,’ she said.  
‘Scarlett?’  
‘Lauren,’ said Maguire. ‘I should have guessed.’ 
‘Lauren?’ I said. 
‘Hello, David,’ she replied. ‘Don’t worry about names, Eddie. Please let me handle this – and no heroics this time.’ 
‘I didn’t let him know there was anything to know,’ I said. 
‘That’s right,’ said Maguire. ‘Eddie has been acting convincingly ignorant since he arrived, almost like someone who didn’t have the faintest idea of what’s happening to him. There are protocols about that.’ 
‘I’m not here to talk procedure,’ said Scarlett. ‘I’m here to take you in. It’s time, David. The trial is underway.’ 
‘A trial in which I’m accused of a murder,’ he said. 
‘Murder?’ I said. ‘No. Cornish shoots him.’ 
‘Patrick Cornish is a footnote in all this,’ said Maguire. ‘His group of anti-echo activists thought they could change things using the technology they were trying to get rid of.’ 
‘He’s right,’ said Scarlett. ‘Cornish has already stood trial for his actions here. This is much more important than that,’ said Scarlett. ‘It’s time to tidy up.’ 
‘Tidying up? Is that what they call it these days? What if I prefer it messy like this?’ Maguire picked up the gun and pointed it at her. 
‘Hey, no!’ I exclaimed. ‘Scarlett’s protecting you. Tell him you’re here to protect him.’  
Maguire was looking at her, not me. ‘Is that right, Scarlett? Are you here to protect me?’ 
‘I’m here to do my job,’ she replied. 
‘No matter the consequences?’ he said. 
‘It’s the law. You know that. Now, tell me where to find you and let’s resolve this.’ 
Maguire took a side step, keeping the gun levelled at Scarlett. ‘Why did you send your boyfriend echo jumping?’ he asked. 
‘I’m not her boyfriend,’ I said. ‘I mean, I don’t think  …  That’s not to say  … ’ 
‘He’s not important,’ replied Scarlett. 
I tried to hide my disappointment. 
‘He said he was shot,’ said Maguire. ‘Don’t say you broke protocol to save his life?’ 
‘Yes. That’s what happened.’ 
Maguire eyed her suspiciously. ‘No, that’s not it, is it? There’s no sentimentalism here. Oh, I see  …  He’s your witness.’ 
Maguire pointed the gun at me. 
‘Don’t make matters any worse,’ said Scarlett.  
‘I’ll break this jump cord and end this version anyway,’ said Maguire. ‘It makes no difference.’ 
‘You know that doesn’t excuse your actions. It’d be easier for everyone and better for you to come quietly.’ 
‘Sorry, Lauren,’ said Maguire. ‘I need a little more time.’ 
Maguire pulled the trigger.  
The gun was still pointing at me. 

The Resilience of Ruby Dane 
No one at the trial showed much interest in Eddie’s grandmother but, as far as Liphook was concerned, Ruby Dane had been an important part of that evening at the hospital. She had admired this strong old woman for her resilience, stubbornness and determination. Now Liphook had reached a similar age, she had even more appreciation for her.  
Ruby had held it together even when the doctor explained to her the seriousness of her grandson’s condition. Liphook had given her several opportunities to change the subject but Ruby didn’t mind going over the details.  
‘So Eddie was supposed to be tree climbing with his friend, Angus  … ’ Liphook checked her notes. ‘Angus Sandling.’ 
‘Yes, Angus came round to call for him this morning but we both assumed that Eddie must have got mixed up and gone to his house.’ 
‘And David Maguire  …  You knew that he was living nearby and that he might be Eddie’s father. Is that right?’ asked Liphook.  
‘I honestly assumed he had moved.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘I don’t know. I never saw him around.’ 
‘Had he never tried to make contact with Eddie?’ 
‘No. I don’t think he ever wanted anything to do with the boy. He came round once after Eddie’s mother died but that was it. I think he was relieved to be turned away.’ 
‘So he did try to be a part of the boy’s life at one stage?’ 
‘I wouldn’t call it trying. He offered.’ 
Liphook snapped her notebook shut. ‘Presumably Maguire changed his mind and got in contact with him.’ 
‘I suppose so.’ 
‘You said you didn’t know the girl Eddie was with. What about the teacher, Mr Cornish? How well did Eddie know him?’ 
‘He used to give him a lift home sometimes. I think Eddie looked up to him.’ 
‘Like a father figure?’ 
‘You’re asking all these questions,’ said Ruby, ‘and I’m doing my best to answer them, but does any of this stuff make sense to you?’ 
‘Not yet,’ said Liphook. 
The silence that followed was broken when the swing doors at the end of the corridor burst open and a gaggle of medics charged in with a boy lying on a stretcher. Both his legs were badly cut. As they passed, Liphook took a sharp intake of breath at the sight of the exposed bones and torn flesh. From the fast-talking medics, she picked out the words ‘suspected concussion’, ‘both legs broken’, ‘damaged vertebrae’ and ‘potential hypothermia’. 
They disappeared as quickly as they had arrived and Liphook turned to Ruby, to find that the colour had drained from her face.  
‘That was him,’ said Ruby. 
‘Who?’ 
‘That was Angus. That was Eddie’s best friend. He must have gone climbing without him and fallen.’ 
Liphook could hear the confusion and fear in Ruby’s voice. She wished there was something she could do to help. Something she could do to make sense of it. There was nothing. 

Third Thursday 
I shut my eyes in agony as the bullet tore through my body but the pain vanished as though it had never been there. I staggered back but my head hit something hard. The collision brought new pain. I opened my eyes and found I was no longer in the farmhouse. I was outside, under the bus shelter in the pouring rain. My clothes were wet. I tapped my school bag but my copy of Frankenstein had gone. The bus arrived with a splash in the puddle.  
‘Ready, Eddie?’ began Bill. ‘Then hold on steady —’ 
‘I’m back here again?’ I said. 
‘Yep,’ said Bill, ‘and if you’re wanting the school, you’re in luck because that’s —’ 
‘The only place you go,’ I interrupted.  
I could see Angus wiping away the condensation on the window to see out. 
‘Come on, Eddie,’ said Bill. ‘I can’t wait around all day. We’ve got places to go.’ 
‘Not this time,’ I said. ‘I need answers.’ 
I turned and ran. Bill shouted after me but his words were lost amongst the shifting memories in my head, each of which wriggled and writhed whenever I tried to see it clearly. In amongst this storm of confusion, I heard the sentence, ‘A monotonous yet ever changing scene.’ I knew it was from Frankenstein but I had no idea what it meant or why I had remembered it. It felt like a memory someone else had left behind. 
I grabbed my bike from the shed and spotted Ruby’s silhouette behind the frosted glass of the bathroom window. There was no point talking to her. She had lied to me my whole life.  
I rode my bike hard up the hills and allowed it to go so fast down slopes that I almost lost control. I approached Maguire’s farmhouse from the lower road, but slowed down as I got nearer. Something was different. There was an old brown car parked outside.  
I leaned my bike against a wall and walked to the front door. This time I knocked and quickly stepped to the side just in case, having no desire to be shot at again.  
‘One second,’ said Maguire. He opened the door and I kicked it hard to get it past the floorboard. It swung open, taking him by surprise, and sent him staggering back into the room. Had the piles of books been there, he would have knocked them over, but they had gone. He glared at me angrily. ‘Eddie? What are you doing here?’ 
‘Which one are you, then?’ I said. 
‘Missed the bus again, did you?’ he said. ‘Well, come on.’ He grabbed a set of keys from a bowl by the door and stepped out, pulling the door shut behind him.  
‘I  …  What?’ 
‘Otherwise you’ll be late.’ 
I followed him to his car. He got in and I was clearly expected to do the same.  
‘But  …  You know me?’ 
‘Sorry, you know I don’t really understand your jokes, Eddie. Buckle up.’  
I got in and pulled the seatbelt on. Maguire did the same. ‘I thought it was your mother when you knocked. We have a busy day ahead of us.’ 
‘My  …  my mother?’ 
‘We’re almost ready for human testing, would you believe it? Tomorrow, I think. A few more wrinkles to iron out.’ 
‘My mother?’ I repeated. 
‘The rodents have responded quite well so far. I mean, except for the deaths, of course.’ 
‘You said my mother.’ 
‘Are you all right?’ said Maguire. ‘You appear to be stuck in a loop.’ 
‘In a loop?’ 
‘You’re repeating yourself.’ 
‘My mother’s alive?’ 
‘Ha! Still in bed, was she? Dead to the world? We were working late last night, I suppose.’ 
‘If she’s alive, I want to go home,’ I said. ‘I want to see her.’ 
‘You’re already late for school. It’s better if I drop you there, then pick her up on the way back.’ 
Maguire turned on the radio. A crackly voice was talking about something or other but all I could hear was the buzzing of my brain as I tried to come to terms with what was happening to me. Had I somehow landed in a version of the world in which I had a mother? If so, I needed to see her, but what could I do? Jump out of the car?  
For a moment, I considered jumping out of the car. 
‘I can’t go to school today. I don’t feel well,’ I said.  
‘Interesting.’ 
‘Yes. I keep going back in time, except things are different each time and now Melody has come back to life and I need to find out what’s going on and not spend the day listening to the same lessons for the third time in a row.’ 
Maguire nodded. ‘That sounds about right.’ 
‘You believe me?’ I said. 
‘Sorry, Eddie, I was listening to the radio. Did you hear that? They just said we’re heading for the wettest month since records began. Not hard to believe. Seems like it’s been raining for weeks.’ 

The Middle of Nowhere  
Maguire waited and watched me from his car, making sure I walked all the way up to the school building. Once inside, I was stuck on the slow-moving conveyor belt of that school day. Short of running out of the front door, there was no way off it. I signed the late register, then went into assembly. Mr Cornish sat by the side of the hall. PC Liphook stood at the front, speaking to Mrs Lewis. My class was already sitting down so I had to push my way along the row to get to Angus. 
‘Where have you been?’ he asked when I sat down. 
‘I have no idea,’ I replied honestly. 
‘I saw you at the bus stop. You ran off.’ 
‘How can everything be just the same?’ I said. ‘I mean, if so much is different, then how can all this be the same? I don’t see how it can.’ 
‘It is confusing,’ agreed Angus. 
‘Wait. Do you know what I’m talking about?’ I said. 
Angus laughed. ‘No, but I agree that what you’re saying is confusing.’ 
Mrs Lewis stood up. ‘Now, everyone, we have a very special guest so let’s show her what a polite and well-behaved school we are as we welcome Officer Liphook.’ 
The usual round of applause followed.  
‘Community,’ began Officer Liphook. ‘Who can tell me what that word means?’ 
Something inside of me snapped.  
‘Oh, come on.’ I didn’t bother raising my hand. ‘It means looking out for each other, being selfless and sticking to the rules,’ I shouted. 
Mrs Lewis was on her feet, scowling at me, but I didn’t care.  
‘Well, yes, that’s right,’ said PC Liphook, looking a little thrown by the interruption. 
‘Good,’ I said. ‘Now can we move on to the bit where everyone asks about guns.’  
‘Edward Dane,’ yelled Mrs Lewis.  
‘Well, look at her. She’s as bored as I am and this is her first time around. And do you know why she’s bored? Because this valley where we live is nowhere. Actually, no. It’s worse than that. It’s the middle of nowhere. Do you know why people come here on holiday? It’s because they want to get away from it all and you can’t get away from everything unless you’re visiting somewhere where there isn’t anything – and that must be nowhere.’ 
‘Enough,’ shouted Mrs Lewis. 
‘I don’t care. None of this matters,’ I said. 
I could see Cornish looking concerned. I glanced at Angus, smiling nervously. None of them seemed real to me. I felt dizzy. The voices were back.  
‘There’s no medical reason for him to be in this state,’ said one.  
‘Eddie, can you hear me?’ said Ruby. 
‘Can you help? I’m lost,’ said a third voice. Scarlett, I thought. It was Scarlett’s voice but none of them remained and the next one I heard belonged to Mrs Lewis. 
‘My office, Eddie, please.’ 
I nodded, and made my way out of the hall, feeling the weight of everyone’s eyes upon me.  
Mrs Lewis turned to PC Liphook. ‘Sorry, Officer Liphook, you appear to be the unlucky recipient of one of Eddie’s jokes. Please, do carry on.’ 
‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘So, what does community policing involve? How do the police help maintain a stable society?’  
PC Liphook continued but I was no longer listening.  
I had heard it all before. 

Ask Yourself Who’s Laughing 
Sitting in Mrs Lewis’s office, I could hear the scraping of chairs and thundering feet as the assembly came to an end. I was thinking that if these events could happen over and over, exactly the same, then these students and teachers had no choice but to behave as they did. The chattering and clattering was meaningless. None of us really had a choice but to cling on to the swinging branch. I wished I could be so ignorant, but it was different for me. I understood that the world wasn’t as it seemed. I had never felt so alone. 
Mrs Lewis entered the room and sat down behind her desk. ‘Is everything all right, Eddie?’ she asked.  
‘I have no idea,’ I answered honestly. ‘Is this normal? For me, I mean. I don’t even know what I’m like here.’ 
‘Since you ask,’ she said, ‘I would say you are a bright boy with a very individual sense of humour, but you need to understand when it is appropriate to make jokes and when it is not.’ 
‘Maybe you should call my mother?’ I said.  
Mrs Lewis bit her lower lip. ‘I don’t think there will be any need for that. Perhaps there’s something you want to talk about.’ 
‘I don’t think I could explain it to you.’ 
‘Try me. Maybe I’ll understand.’ 
‘Nothing that’s happening makes any sense.’ I heard my voice break and I blinked back my tears.  
‘This is about your mother, isn’t it?’ Mrs Lewis picked a pen off her desk and placed it carefully into a pot. ‘I know she and your grandmother have been arguing a lot recently but you mustn’t worry on behalf of other people.’ 
‘How do you know that they’re arguing?’ 
‘Mr Cornish mentioned it,’ she said. ‘It’s good you feel you can open up to him about these things but I’d like to think you can speak to me about them too. I’m trying to help here, but you need to understand that your behaviour this morning was totally unacceptable.’ 
‘I understand that. I’m sorry, miss.’ 
‘And do you have an explanation?’ 
‘It’s like you said. It was a stupid joke.’ 
‘Yes, well, the thing about jokes is that you have to ask yourself who’s laughing.’ 
‘Yes, miss.’ 
After Mrs Lewis let me out, I was straight into lessons, so I didn’t get a chance to speak to Angus properly until lunchtime.  
‘These meatballs are amazing,’ he said, taking a bite. ‘I mean, you forget how good they are.’ 
‘Angus, we have them every Thursday,’ I said. 
‘Seven days is a long time without meatballs, Eddie.’ 
I knew Angus was trying to make me laugh because he was worried about me but it annoyed me when he asked, ‘How are you?’  
‘Don’t you start,’ I replied. 
‘Start what?’ 
‘This asking How are you? and looking worried business. Everyone wants to know how I am. I don’t even know myself.’ 
‘I can help you with that. You’re Eddie Dane.’ 
‘Who’s he?’ I asked, because I no longer knew.  
‘Here, at this point in time, he’s my best friend,’ said Angus.  
It struck me as odd that he hadn’t brought up my behaviour in assembly when half the school was looking at me like I was crackers. I put it down to Angus not wanting to cause me any more embarrassment than I had already caused myself. Whatever the reason, I was grateful for it. 

Questions and Answers 
‘I want us to name as many monsters as we can, comrades.’ 
Cornish’s repeated words were nothing to the crackling and spitting questions in my head but I was dragged into the present by a new response from Angus.  
‘Frankenstein,’ he called out. 
Angus had been acting strangely all afternoon. He had seemed more engaged with the lessons and kept jiggling his legs under the table. 
‘You mean Frankenstein’s monster,’ replied Cornish. 
‘No. I mean Victor Frankenstein, the man,’ said Angus. ‘It seems to me the monster only becomes a monster when his creator rejects him. Before that, it’s innocent, isn’t it? Frankenstein is the real monster.’ 
It was rare to see Cornish lost for words but he was clearly thrown by this. ‘Impressive,’ he said. ‘Have you actually read the book, Angus?’ 
‘No, but I saw a really good film of it once,’ he replied. 
‘That’s great, but in a film the story has already been interpreted numerous times. The screenwriter, director, actors and all the countless others who made that film gave their interpretations. With a book, the reader must do all that him- or herself.’ Cornish grabbed the pile of books from the desk and began distributing them amongst the class. As usual, the same copy with the yellow-faced man landed on my desk.  
‘So, who can tell me this book’s alternative title?’ 
By now, I had learned to drift off at the first sign of repetition. I stared at the book. The man in the picture stared back with his dark eyes. All of this time I had thought of him as old but, now I looked, I saw the lines on his forehead were the product of a frown rather than of age. Under that beard was a man no older than Cornish. I opened the book and flicked through, looking for the sentence that had popped into my head with such determined clarity. I failed to find it, then realised I could no longer remember it. Instead, I turned to the final page of the book and read the last line. 
He was borne away by the waves and  lost in darkness and distance.  

Lost in darkness and distance. I liked the sound of that. It was how I felt. The more I thought about it, the more I realised it was how I had always felt. I turned the page to the appendix and some more notes and adverts for other books. Finally, I got to the last page. 
Any Questions? 

It was spidery writing with a circle over the i. I don’t know how, but I knew it was aimed at me. Any questions? I had more questions than I knew what to do with. I picked up a pen and wrote: 
What is going on? 

I closed the book and looked around. Everyone was listening to Cornish reading Frankenstein. I opened my copy again and saw that another sentence was written below mine. 
You’ll need to be more specific. 

My astonishment that this sentence had miraculously appeared on the page was tempered by my annoyance at the reply. I stared at it. I felt like throwing the book across the room. I wrote:  
What question should I ask? 

This time when I shut the book I caught Angus’s eye. I waited until he looked away before opening the book again. 
What is the truth about Melody Dane’s death? 

I picked up the pen to write again but this time Cornish spotted me. ‘Eddie Dane,’ he yelled. ‘Are you writing in that book?’  
‘No, sir,’ I said, quickly closing it. 
‘I’m glad to hear it. I’ve managed to beg, borrow and, steal enough copies for you all to have one but I will want the books back, so please treat them with respect. Now, let’s see how Mary Shelley begins this masterpiece, shall we?’ 

Which You Are You? 
Cornish was back on script. ‘I’m going straight off tonight, Eddie, if you want a lift home.’  
‘Thanks.’  
‘How about you, Angus?’  
‘Er  … ’ Angus looked at me, unsure what the right response was. 
‘His mum is picking him up,’ I said. 
‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘Honestly. I’d forget my own  …  you know, if it wasn’t something or other.’ 
Cornish grinned. ‘Just you and me then, Eddie. I’ll see you by the car once I’m done here.’  
I followed Angus out into the corridor with the rest of the class.  
‘How come you forgot about your mum coming to pick you up?’ I asked. 
‘Slipped my mind,’ he said.  
‘You don’t usually forget.’ 
‘Maybe I was distracted by whatever you were writing in the book.’ 
We stopped and looked at each other, each suspicious of the other, neither of us knowing what to say next. 
‘Did anyone write back?’ asked Angus. 
The last of my classmates had gone now, meaning it was just the two of us in the corridor. 
‘You know?’ I said. 
‘Eddie?’ he replied. ‘I mean, Eddie?’ 
‘Yes?’ 
Angus lowered his voice. ‘Are you Eddie from now or from, you know, my now?’ 
‘When’s your now?’ 
‘I’m not supposed to say. What about you? When’s your now?’ 
‘Kind of now, but not here now.’  
‘Hold on, if you don’t know what now I’m from, then you’re not from my now and we shouldn’t be talking.’ 
We stepped out into the car park and I wondered if it was possible to feel any more confused. Cornish had travelled back in time to kill Maguire. Scarlett had travelled back to stop him and then a second time arrest Maguire. What had Angus come back for and how could I possibly trust him? 
‘Why are you here?’ 
‘If you have to ask, I definitely can’t tell you,’ he said.  
‘You’re as bad as she is.’ 
‘Who?’ 
‘I’m not supposed to say,’ I told him. 
‘Last call for anywhere but here,’ cried Bill. 
Angus and I stared at each other, neither knowing what to say next. 
‘We shouldn’t talk,’ said Angus.  
‘Why? Are you worried that we might say something that actually makes sense?’ 
Angus laughed. The car flashed its lights outside the school gate.  
‘I guess that’s me,’ said Angus. ‘I’ll see you, Eddie.’ 
He ran to the car. 
I blew into my cupped hands and stamped my feet to keep warm, thinking about the future Cornish and how all that passion I had admired would one day make him a murderer.  
‘Hi, Eddie. Get in, then,’ said Cornish. 
I sat in the passenger seat. ‘Can I ask something, sir? Does my mother ever come to pick me up?’ 
Cornish nodded as though to say that he understood what I was really asking. ‘Mrs Lewis said she spoke to you. I hope you don’t mind that I’d told her about our chat. She only wants to help. We all do.’ 
‘Yes, but does Melody ever come and pick me up?’ 
‘Listen, Eddie, I know you’re angry at your mother for being so busy all the time and it’s fine to express that anger.’ 
‘You’re not answering my question,’ I protested. 
‘Often you’ll find the answers we seek don’t always match the questions we ask, but if you really want me to answer, then no, your mother doesn’t have a car. You told me she had a scare once and went off the road with you in the backseat. She hasn’t driven since. Has this got something to do with what happened in assembly this morning?’ 
‘No, sir.’ 
Cornish turned on the radio but found only static and switched it off again.  
‘You know, lots of adults think the young don’t have anything to worry about because they don’t have jobs or mortgages or money worries. But the worries you have at your age are worse than ours because you feel powerless to do anything about them. Do you know what I mean by that?’ 
‘I think so,’ I replied. Powerless was exactly how I felt.  
‘I’m a teacher because I want to make a difference to the world. Education is where change starts. My experience of school was that it was all about doing the right thing, following instructions, revising and getting through exams.’ 
‘Doesn’t sound all that different,’ I said. 
He laughed. ‘You’re right, but while I’m in a lesson like that one today and the ideas are flowing, the minds are thinking and we’re all embracing the chaos, I’m able to show how limitless imagination is. That’s how you bring about real change in the world. You imagine it.’ 
I didn’t respond. 
‘The world is yours to change, Eddie, but if you want it to be a better place, if you want to stop the rich and powerful from exploiting everyone and everything this planet has to offer, you can’t sit around waiting for others to do something. You need to take matters into your own hands.’ 
I thought back to Maguire’s lab, when Cornish had pointed the gun at my chest. When he stopped the car outside my house, I felt the seatbelt tighten as I rocked forward, reminding me of the pain of the bullet. 

The Trial 
Liphook had been retired from police work for several years when the two men from the hospital turned up on her doorstop. After all this time, she should have been surprised to see them again, but deep down inside she had always expected them to return one day. She was alone when they arrived. She was often alone these days. She invited them in and they sat down in her living room and explained that she had been summoned to a trial. 
‘A trial about what?’ she asked. 
‘I’m afraid we aren’t at liberty to say,’ said the taller man. 
‘Back then you said you were from the ETA,’ she said. ‘It’s something to do with echo technology, isn’t it? You were from the future.’ 
‘We’re not at liberty to say,’ said the shorter man. 
‘No one knew anything about you,’ said Liphook, ‘but I’ve had plenty of time to think about it. Is that what the trial’s about? Is it about that night Maguire was murdered?’ 
‘We can only tell you that you are being summoned as a witness.’ The tall man pulled out a small black device, about the size of a mobile phone.  
‘Where do I have to go?’ 
‘It’s more of a matter of when,’ said the shorter of the two. 
‘When then?’ 
‘We’re not at liberty to say,’ replied the taller. ‘Now, please look into this lens.’ He held up the device. Hoping it might provide answers to some of the questions that had plagued her over the years, Liphook looked into the lens. There was a flash of light and she found herself in a large, brightly lit room crammed full of onlookers, officials and journalists.  
Patrick Cornish was standing in the dock. From the lines on his face, Liphook guessed it was around thirty years after that night at Maguire’s farmhouse. Cornish looked like a man who had been given a long time to consider what he had done.  
Lauren Bliss was there too. ‘Hello, Patrick,’ she said. ‘Do you understand why you are here today?’ 
‘No, I don’t. I’ve already stood trial for my crime. I’ve paid my debt.’ 
‘Agent Bliss, can we clarify the witness’s meaning?’ asked the judge, a keen-eyed man presiding over the trial. 
‘I have already been convicted for the murder of David Maguire,’ said Cornish.  
Liphook looked over at David Maguire, who was also sitting in the room, very much alive. The whole thing was so bizarre. ‘You killed Professor Maguire in the hope of preventing the discovery of echo technology,’ said Agent Bliss. ‘Is that correct?’ 
‘That is correct. The Anti-Echo League believed that it was possible to travel back, terminate those responsible for its discovery and stop it ever being invented.’ 
‘Do you still think this was a feasible plan?’ 
‘No. I understand now that this was not possible, but the failure of our methods does not negate the worth of our intention.’ 
‘What did you object to about echo technology?’ 
‘You’re using the wrong tense. I do object to echo technology.’ 
Agent Bliss smiled. ‘Once an English teacher, always an English teacher.’ 
‘I’ll tell you what I object to. Not the dangers of a split timeline, not the fragmentation of time. Mine is a moral objection. The Echo Corporation offers the world’s richest people the opportunity to dip back into their pasts and relive their lives over and over, exploiting the world again and again. They don’t have to worry about the world’s future, hidden away in their own sordid pasts. Each time they travel back, they use their knowledge of the future for their own gain, exploiting the same people again and again. When it boils down to it, this technology is just another tool of repression.’  
‘But the law now states that all jump cords must be broken, preventing echo jumps from being anything more than a brief, harmless diversion,’ said Agent Bliss. 
‘The rich will always find a way round laws that don’t suit them. You don’t even know how many versions there are out there created by using this technology.’ 
‘That is precisely the question this trial is dealing with,’ said the judge. 
‘I don’t believe this problem will go away while this technology is only affordable to the rich.’ 
‘Or to those activist groups who break into echo chambers and perform illegal echo jumps,’ said Agent Bliss.  
‘The end justifies the means.’ 
‘I have a question,’ said the judge. ‘What if these rich that you so wholeheartedly disapprove of are going back to create better worlds? Do you still consider that abhorrent?’  
Cornish smiled. ‘I know the rich too well.’ He glanced at a woman sitting in a prominent position in the courtroom next to a smartly dressed man who may as well have had the word lawyer printed on his head. This man stood up and said, ‘The Echo Corporation believes it is in everyone’s best interests to move on from this witness.’ 
‘I agree,’ said the judge. ‘He has already been convicted for his part. I fail to see his relevance here.’ 
‘His relevance here,’ said Agent Bliss, ‘is to help us ascertain precisely which versions are echoes. His testimony confirms for this court that the version in which Professor Maguire was murdered by Patrick Cornish is an altered version and therefore subject to cleansing.’ 
‘Very good,’ said the judge. ‘Let’s move on to our next witness. The court will now hear the testimony of Melody Dane.’ 

A Life with Melody 
When I was little I would get so angry about my parents’ deaths that I would stop breathing altogether. It was a long time ago but I could still remember how all those awful feelings would drift away as I passed out. It was the only way I knew how to control it.  
Now, here I was in a version of my life in which Melody had not died. But if she had never died, then this was no grand reunion. It was just an ordinary rainy Thursday afternoon. It was the strangest feeling ever.  
Standing outside the door, key in hand, I heard her voice for the first time and was surprised about how real it sounded. And how angry. 
‘You could have burned the whole bloody house down, you batty old woman!’ 
I opened the door and saw a discarded pair of shoes and coat in the hall. My mother stood in the doorway to the living room, with her back to me.  
‘Don’t be melodramatic,’ said Ruby, shielding her eyes from the light. 
‘You’re calling me melodramatic? That’s a joke.’ Melody spat the words at Ruby, who was lying listlessly on the sofa, half watching the quiz show.  
I closed the door loudly but my mother did not turn. ‘Hello, darling,’ she said. ‘Have a guess what your grandmother did.’  
Darling, I thought. My mother called me darling. It sounded weird. No one had called me darling my whole life and now here was a complete stranger saying it as though it meant nothing. ‘Go on, darling, guess,’ she said. 
‘She left the hob on?’ I asked.  
Finally, Melody turned. My first thought was that she looked older than her picture, which was stupid because of course she was older. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Your grandma will end up killing us all.’ 
‘She prefers Ruby,’ I said automatically. 
‘And I prefer not having to worry about being burned to the ground.’  
‘She didn’t mean to,’ I said. 
‘Trust you to side with her,’ said Melody.  
What did that mean? Was I expected to dispute this or was it true? It was strange trying to pick up clues about my life and about me. 
‘And don’t think you’re off the hook either,’ she continued. ‘David told me how you showed up at the lab this morning. You can’t just expect him to give you a lift whenever you can’t be bothered to get up in time for the bus.’ 
‘That’s not what happened,’ I protested. 
Melody put her hand to her temple and sighed. ‘Look, I know David and I have been working late a lot but very soon this thing is going to change everything for us.’  
‘Change everything how?’ I asked. 
‘For a start, we won’t have to live in this damp little hovel any more.’ 
‘You mean my home?’ asked Ruby. 
‘Yes,’ Melody replied. ‘This might be enough for you but Eddie and I want something more, don’t we, darling?’ 
‘I  …  I don’t know.’ 
‘Come on now, darling.’ Melody stroked my cheek. Her hand felt cold. ‘We’ll have enough money to pay for someone to look after your grandmother.’ 
‘I don’t want anyone,’ Ruby protested weakly. 
‘Oh, you’d rather die in a stupid accident and have me blame myself because you were too stubborn to admit you needed help.’ 
‘At least I’d get some peace if I was dead,’ said Ruby. 
From her tone, I understood that this was a joke but Melody didn’t seem to see it like that. 
‘Impossible person,’ she muttered and stormed out. 
Ruby turned back to the television. A contestant had just answered a question wrong, making a klaxon sound. I went into the kitchen where Melody was stomping back and forth, tidying up.  
‘That woman,’ she said. ‘I could throttle her sometimes.’ 
I sat down at the table, watching this stranger in my house. She reminded me of a pigeon that had once flown into the kitchen and fluttered around, trying to find a way out until I had opened the back door and released it. 
‘Sorry, darling,’ she said. ‘How was your day?’ 
‘Oh, same old, same old,’ I replied. ‘How about you?’  
‘It was fine until I got back here,’ she said. ‘David and I are so close to our goal now. I know you don’t understand the work we do but I really think we’re on the brink of something very exciting here.’ 
‘We’re studying Frankenstein at school,’ I said. ‘Do you know it?’ 
‘Yes. Mary Shelley,’ she said. ‘I’ve got a copy if you need one.’ 
‘It’s about a scientist who messes with things he should leave alone,’ I said. 
Melody located a wine bottle, opened it, then turned to face me. ‘That’s very funny,’ she said, ‘but David and I know what we’re doing, darling. You’ll understand soon enough.’ 
From the way Melody plonked herself down at the kitchen table with a large glass of wine and pulled out a bundle of papers to read, I could tell it was down to me to cook. The cupboards were as badly stocked as ever but I managed to pull enough ingredients together to make pasta for tea. When it was ready, I took Ruby hers so she could eat on the sofa. 
‘Thanks, lad,’ she said. 
‘You know we would never leave you really,’ I said.  
‘You’re a good egg,’ replied Ruby. 
I went back to the kitchen and sat down to eat with Melody. She began eating without saying thank you. ‘Is she still moping?’ she asked.  
‘It’s just a down day. She’ll be fine again tomorrow,’ I replied.  
‘You don’t need to defend her, you know. She’s old enough to answer for her own actions, as are you. Now, are you going to tell me what you were doing at David’s this morning?’ 
‘It was like you said. I missed the bus.’ 
All my life, I had imagined what it would be like to sit down and eat dinner with my mother. Now that it was finally happening, I was sitting there telling lies. I desperately wanted to have all those conversations I had imagined having with her. I wanted to tell her how much I had missed her and ask her a million questions, but I didn’t know where to start. I watched her eating the food I had cooked and gulping mouthfuls of wine, oblivious to my feelings. I felt angry with her. How could she not know that we had been parted all this time? How could she not understand what this moment meant to me? 
‘You shouldn’t treat David like a father,’ said Melody. 
‘You mean, because he isn’t?’ I asked. 
‘I mean, because I’m your mother and I’m asking you not to.’ 
‘Do you really think you’ll make money out of this time stuff?’ I asked. 
‘A lot of money, darling,’ she said, her eyes burning with excitement. ‘We’ll be able to have anything we want. We’ll be able to do anything we want. Selling time is the same as selling power. It’s something everyone wants.’ 

Death and Ignominy  
I tried several times to talk to my mother about our life together but it was impossible. What question could I ask that would reveal the truth? All I could do was pick up clues from the way she sat at the table, leaning over a document, pen in one hand, glass of wine in the other, grunting her responses to my questions. 
Eventually, I went up to my room, only to find a cluttered dressing table by the window and piles of books all over the place. It wasn’t my room. I spotted a black hardback copy of Frankenstein and picked it up, feeling like an intruder in my own bedroom. I turned to the back page of the book but it was blank. I put it back on top of a pile and left. What had been the spare room was my bedroom now. All my life it had been full of Ruby’s art materials and other bits and pieces that had nowhere else to live. Now it had my stuff in it. I sat down on my bed and took out my copy of Frankenstein. I half expected the photograph to fall out but that was another world. Another version. Here, Melody wasn’t an overexposed memory but a real, living person in our house. It was strange, then, that there still weren’t any photos on display like in Angus’s home.  
I looked at the last sentence handwritten in the book, with that distinctive circle over the i. 
What is the truth about Melody Dane’s death?  

Who are you? I wrote, then closed the book, and opened it but there was no response. I closed it again, waiting longer this time, but when I looked, it still remained unchanged. I tried placing it on a shelf and counting to ten. Still nothing.  
Where have you gone? I wrote, but the question was left hanging.  
Disappointed, I turned to chapter five. Reading the part where Frankenstein made the monster, I was surprised how suddenly he turned on his creation. Was it possible to spend so long on something only to lose faith in it as soon as it was finished? I carried on flicking through the book, half reading, half thinking, until I found the words: 
Could the daemon, who had (I did not for a minute doubt) murdered my brother, also in his hellish sport have betrayed the innocent to death and ignominy? 

I had carried this book with me for days without actually reading it so I had no idea what this meant. What brother? What murder? As I stared at the page, it felt as though the question was directed at me. Cornish always went on about books coming to life but this was different. I didn’t know what ignominy meant but I understood the word innocent well enough. I had been innocent when Melody had died. Had I also been betrayed? 
There was a quiet knock at the door and Ruby appeared. She wore a pained expression on her face, as though the world’s volume was turned up too loud today.  
‘I’m going to bed now, lad,’ she said.  
‘Tomorrow will be better,’ I replied. 
‘That’s a good way to look at it.’ 
‘Is Melody still up?’ I asked. 
Ruby nodded. 
‘Ruby,’ I said, ‘is it always like this?’  
‘It won’t always be,’ she replied. 
‘But, I mean, you, me and Melody. Are we ever happy?’ 
Instead of answering me, she said, ‘Hang in there, lad. I know it’s not much of a life but it’s all we’ve got.’ 
‘Maybe we’ll do better next time,’ I added. 

The Centre of the Universe 
I was struggling to tell what was a dream and what was real but, when I heard the front door slam and saw the time on my bedside clock, I knew I was awake and that I had overslept. I got up and quickly dressed. I could hear Ruby snoring but Melody’s bedroom door was open. She had gone out. I wolfed down some breakfast and ran to the bus stop, getting there as the bus was arriving. For the first time, I dodged the splash.  
‘Ready, Eddie? Then jump on board and hold on steady, Eddie.’ 
Angus was waiting in his usual seat. 
‘I’ve got a message for you,’ he said. 
‘Who from?’  
‘Take a look.’ 
He pulled out his copy of Frankenstein, which had a green cover with the title printed in black. Why did everything have to be about this book? He turned to the back pages where someone had written, Warn me about her. 
‘What does that mean?’ I asked. 
‘Don’t you recognise the handwriting?’ said Angus. 
I looked again and understood, except I didn’t understand because it was my handwriting. Or at least, I think it was. No, I knew it was. The more I thought about it, the more I could imagine my hand forming the letters, almost as if it was a memory, of something that had not yet happened. 
‘When did I write it?’ 
‘You in the future travelled to the past and wrote it so that now you would know not to trust her.’ 
‘Who?’ 
‘You know who. I don’t know what name she’s using here but her real name is Lauren Bliss.’ 
‘Scarlett? Maguire called her Lauren. Is she here?’ I asked, trying not to sound too excited.  
‘Apparently there’s a good chance she will be soon and when you see her you can’t tell her about me. She can’t know what I’m doing here.’ 
‘I don’t know what you’re doing here.’ 
‘The less you know the better.’ 
‘Then I’ll be fine. I don’t know anything.’ 
‘You know more than you think you know, but don’t let on you know anything except the things you know she knows you know.’ 
‘Angus, have you heard yourself?’ 
Angus smiled. ‘I agree. It sounds mental, but it’s important.’ 
Bill slammed his foot down on the brake and the bus screeched to a halt.  
‘One of these days he’s going to kill us,’ I said. 
‘Surprisingly not,’ replied Angus. ‘Why have we stopped here?’ He wiped the condensation from the window to reveal Scarlett standing at the bus stop. Her hair was red again and she was wearing the same yellow raincoat she had worn the first day we met. When the bus doors opened she got on. 
‘Wellcome Valley School?’ said Bill. 
‘Yes, which is lucky because it’s the only place you go,’ she responded.  
Bill laughed at what he obviously considered to be a very good joke. ‘What’s your name, then?’ 
‘Scarlett White. Should I take a seat and hold on tight?’ 
‘Not a word,’ Angus whispered urgently. 
Scarlett took her seat in front of us, then turned around. 
‘Hi, Eddie,’ she said.  
‘Do you two know each other?’ asked Angus.  
‘Yes, we met on holiday last summer,’ she replied. ‘Remember, Eddie? My parents rented a cottage down the road from you. I’d got lost on my way to the shop and you cycled past. I asked for directions but I’d forgotten the name of the place I was staying. It took us ages to find the right cottage.’  
‘You never mentioned that,’ said Angus. 
‘You were on holiday in France,’ I said. 
The lie came so easily that I felt almost as though I could smell the freshly cut summer grass as we crossed a field of sunflowers under the clear blue sky. 
‘So what are you doing here now?’ asked Angus. ‘Not still looking for your way home, are you?’ 
‘We just moved here. Listen, Angus, do you mind if I have a word with Eddie in private?’ 
‘How do you know my name?’ asked Angus. 
‘You’re Eddie’s best friend,’ said Scarlett. ‘You can’t spend very much time with him without hearing about you, but I really would like to talk to him alone.’ 
‘Don’t mind me. You two obviously have a lot to discuss.’ Angus squeezed past me to find a seat further down the bus. Scarlett slipped into my seat while I moved next to the window. She looked at me in a way that suggested it had been some time since our last meeting. I couldn’t tell whether she was happy or sad to be back but I knew how I felt. 
‘Why’s your hair keep changing colour?’ I asked. 
‘After all that has happened, are you entirely happy with that as your question?’ she said.  
‘Only it was blond last time.’ 
‘All right. We can talk about hair if you like. My hair is blond. This is a wig. Happy now? Have you any more hair-related questions?’ 
‘No.’ I tried not to show my disappointment. ‘Where have you been?’  
‘A lot of places and a lot of times,’ she replied. ‘Now, I take it Angus has told you he’s mid-echo jump?’ 
‘Er  … ’ 
‘He told you not to tell me. That’s fine. You don’t have to say anything you don’t want to.’ 
‘How did you know? Have you got a zappy time device that tells you where people are from?’ 
‘No. Angus isn’t a very good actor. Has he told you what he’s doing here?’ 
‘Of course not. Telling me what’s going on is against everyone’s rules,’ I said pointedly. 
Scarlett put her hand on my arm. ‘I’m really sorry, Eddie. I never wanted to drag you into all this.’ 
‘Was it you who sent me back both times?’ 
‘Yes, but you did keep getting shot. I used Maguire’s time particle accelerator to send you on an echo jump.’ 
‘How come you can tell me all this now?’ I asked. 
‘Because things have changed since we first met.’ 
‘Why did you send me back?’ 
‘I needed to preserve this version of you.’ 
‘Why?’  
‘I’m a senior echo time agent. I investigate crimes committed using echo technology. If a jump cord is left unbroken it usually means that someone is doing something they shouldn’t.’ 
‘What are you investigating now?’ 
‘My investigations rarely involve one thing at a time. It’s what makes it such an interesting job. By my calculations, this is the third time I’ve met this version of you and each time I’ve been looking into something different.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘I can’t go into details, especially since these things tend to be connected and this is an ongoing investigation.’ 
‘So what’s it got to do with me?’ 
‘What do you think it’s got to do with you?’ 
‘It’s something to do with Melody.’ I pulled out my copy of Frankenstein and showed her the back pages. ‘You wrote this, didn’t you?’  
She examined it. ‘It looks like my writing,’ she said. ‘Those circles over the i’s are what I use to identify writing as my own, which means if it isn’t me, it’s someone pretending to be me. Either way, it’s best not to put too much faith in stuff written at the backs of books. Far too unreliable. Too easily intercepted.’ 
‘Don’t you know if it was you who wrote it?’ 
‘I know I haven’t written in that book yet, but I don’t know what I’ll do in the future.’ 
‘But  …  Hold on.  Er  … ’ 
‘Eddie, there’s going to be a lot you don’t understand. Some people would argue that simply the fact that we are now having this conversation increases the chance of me writing in that book. Personally, I think it makes it less likely, but it doesn’t matter.’ 
‘Yes, but  …  What if  …  But  … ’ I fumbled, trying to order my jumbled thoughts. 
‘Eddie, time is a complicated business. The general rule is that if your head isn’t hurting, you’re not thinking about it hard enough.’ 
‘I don’t want any more riddles,’ I said. 
‘I know, and I’ll answer your questions soon enough, but at this stage, you only need to know one thing and that is that you shouldn’t trust anyone.’ 
‘If that’s true, how can I trust you saying that?’ I said. 
‘You shouldn’t, but nor should you trust Angus, no matter what he tells you. Also, while we’re at it, I’d rather he didn’t know that I know that he knows about me.’ 
‘I’m not sure I could explain it even if I wanted to.’  
The bus pulled into the school car park and Angus joined us. 
‘Have you two caught up on everything?’ he asked cheerily. 
‘Everything we can catch up on,’ replied Scarlett. 
‘Well, another day in the centre of the universe awaits,’ he said. 

History of the Future 
The morning’s repetitions were like the ticking of a grandfather clock. Occasionally I noticed them but mostly they blended into the background. Scarlett proved as popular as ever on her second first day at school, so at break-time, it was just Angus and me. We stopped by the Picasso portraits. 
‘Does she know about me?’ he asked. ‘She does, doesn’t she? Well, don’t let her know I know that she knows. Okay?’  
‘Angus,’ I cried, louder than I had intended. ‘Enough.’ 
Angus looked up at the portraits and said, ‘I remember these. I remember laughing about them. It feels like a lifetime ago. It’s funny the things that get stuck in your memory.’ 
‘I don’t think we have the same memories,’ I said. ‘We’re from different versions, aren’t we?’ 
‘I suppose.’ 
‘So am I different where you’re from?’ 
‘Not at this point but you do change. I suppose we all do. It’s weird, all this echo stuff. I mean, is there a version where we didn’t laugh at these pictures? Maybe there’s a version where they weren’t painted, or where they were done as normal pictures.’ 
‘Maybe there’s a version where we’re not friends,’ I said. 
We both stared at the portraits in silence for a moment, then Angus said, ‘She works for Maguire. Lauren, Scarlett, whatever you call her, she works for him.’ 
‘The last time they were together she was trying to arrest him.’ 
‘I swear to you, Eddie, it’s true.’ 
‘She said she was investigating crimes.’ 
‘She works for the Echo Time Agency, which Maguire set up. She’s here to make sure he gets away with it.’ 
‘Gets away with what?’  
‘Come on, Eddie. Think. How is it possible that there is one version in which Melody died and another in which she is alive? David Maguire went back in time and killed your mother.’ 
‘How?’ 
‘I don’t fully understand it myself but, according to you in the future, he’ll travel back to the past to kill her. Except, for me, it’s all in the past. Well, it was before I came back here. Now it’s in the future again.’ 
‘That makes no sense.’ 
‘I totally agree, but you’re proof that it’s true. You’ve grown up in a world in which Melody died.’ 
‘Why would he do it? Why would he kill her?’ 
‘To create a second version of events in which he discovers echo technology all alone. He didn’t like sharing the glory with your mum, I guess. That’s why Scarlett is trying to control you. Right now – in the future right now, that is – there’s this big trial to decide which version of events is the originating and which is the echo. You’re the witness that proves that Maguire is guilty.’ 
‘Me?’ 
‘Yes, because the world you grew up in was created when he killed her.’ 
‘How can that be possible?’ If Angus was telling the truth, then the world I knew was a lie created by a murder. My whole life was an echo. Maguire had said that the term real was unhelpful, but if Angus was telling the truth, my whole life had been unreal. 
‘I’m only telling you what you told me to tell you,’ said Angus. ‘Later on tonight, Maguire and Melody will discover the truth about the time particle accelerator. Shortly after that they’ll go public. There’s this experiment they put online with a book.’ 
‘I’ve seen it,’ I said. ‘Well, a version of it.’ 
‘It’s not long before things get pretty crazy after that because, well, they’ve invented time travel, haven’t they?’ 
‘I thought they didn’t call it time travel,’ I said. 
‘True, but people are going back and forwards through time, so it is time travel really, isn’t it? Anyway, soon after this, Maguire and Melody go their separate ways. Maguire sets up a government agency so he can control everything while Melody starts a private company called the Echo Corporation. That’s when she and you start making some serious money.’ 
‘What does this company do?’ 
‘It’s a kind of travel agency, only it’s a time travel agency.’ 
‘Like a holiday company?’ 
‘Basically, yes. The super-rich pay millions to take holidays in time. Holidays of the future are a thing of the past. That’s the slogan. Apparently you came up with that. Because they break the jump cords after each echo jump, your customers can go back and dabble in the past without it affecting their futures.’  
‘This is all about holidays?’ 
‘No, Eddie, it’s all about money and power. Maguire gets jealous of Melody’s success, not to mention her money. His agency is always investigating what the Echo Corporation is up to.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘There’s this story that you and Melody allow your richest customers to keep their jump cords unbroken so they can go back and live their lives over again in other versions of reality, but really he’s just jealous.’ 
‘How do you know all this?’ 
‘One day you ask me to this fancy restaurant and, over dinner, you tell me what Maguire’s up to.’ 
‘Which is what?’ 
‘He’s gone back and killed Melody, and now he’s intending to wipe away the timelines in which she exists. That way, the version where she dies will be the only version left. He’s trying to wipe her off the timeline altogether.’ 
‘Can he do that?’ 
‘He can once the rest of the world decides that the timeline is becoming too fragmented. The ETA launches an investigation into every remaining line to shut down all the altered versions, leaving only the original one, but Maguire is trying to control which one remains. And he wants it to be the one you started in, the one without Melody.’ 
‘And I told you all this?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Did I look like I understood it?’ 
Angus laughed. 
‘Why did I tell you?’ I asked. 
The bell rang to signify the end of break. 
‘I’ll explain later. Come on, we’d better get to class.’ 
Before I followed him down the corridor, I looked up at one of the portraits, in which one of the students had painted himself with two faces pointing in different directions. I didn’t recognise the face but I understood the feeling. 

Chips Again 
Scarlett didn’t ask permission to sit with me this time. She simply placed her tray with a jacket potato and cheese on the table and sat down.  
‘You had salad last time,’ I said. 
‘Yes. It’s useful to vary what you do when reliving the same moment. It keeps you focused on which now is now.’ 
I picked up a chip on my fork. ‘So how many more times do I have to eat this chip before this is over? They weren’t even that nice the first time around.’ 
Scarlett stole one and bit into it. ‘Tastes all right to me. You were talking to Angus during break. What did he tell you?’ 
‘Why do you want to know? So you can tell me that everything he told me was a lie, then tell me a load more stuff to give me an even bigger headache?’ 
‘I’m not here to give you a headache,’ said Scarlett.  
‘He said Maguire’s going to go back and kill Melody. Or he’s already done it.’ 
Scarlett said nothing. 
‘Is it true?’ 
‘It’s certainly one possibility.’  
‘He also said that you work for him.’ 
‘There are elements of truth in that too.’ 
‘He said you’re trying to help him.’ 
‘Maguire? No, not the way Angus means. I’m here to find out the truth, which, as you’re learning, isn’t always that easy.’ 
‘He said something about Maguire destroying other versions but I didn’t really understand how.’ 
‘I’d be surprised if Angus did. This is advanced stuff even thirty years from now, but it’s called an echo detergent because it cleans up any messy unwanted timelines.’ 
‘Unwanted?’ 
‘Not all jump cords are destroyed immediately. The detergents help us at the ETA get rid of those leftover ones.’ 
‘So you are helping Maguire?’ 
‘I’m doing my job. The decision has been made to tidy up all altered versions. There are concerns about the timeline being fragmented. It’s not been proven that it’s a problem but no one wants to take any risks. Besides, people don’t like the idea that there are all these different versions of themselves wandering around capable of jumping into their timeline at any point.’ 
‘Did Maguire kill my mother?’ 
Scarlett sighed. ‘What do you think? Do you think Maguire’s capable of murdering Melody and wiping any trace of her from history?’ 
‘How would I know?’ 
‘I didn’t ask you what you knew. I asked you what you thought. They can teach you how to work out who’s doing what to whom, but the best tool you’ve got in the field is your ability to read people. You’ve met three versions of Maguire now. Did any of them seem capable of killing?’ 
‘He shot me,’ I said. 
‘That’s true, but he knew that timeline would be destroyed anyway so I’m not sure that counts. He also knew I would save you.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘Because he knows I need you.’ 
Scarlett must have seen the look on my face because she quickly added, ‘For the investigation.’ 
‘Which is what?’ 
‘The first time we met, the timeline I was investigating had been made by Cornish.’ 
‘Because he travelled back to kill Maguire?’ I said. 
She nodded. ‘He was expecting to kill Melody but his jump got misdirected and he ended up in a version where she was already dead. When I got hold of him, I made sure he was returned to his originating point where he was convicted for the murder. He’s served his sentence now.’ 
‘But you only arrested him a few days ago.’ 
‘A few days for you,’ said Scarlett. ‘This case has lasted a little bit longer than that for me. A lot has changed over that time. For all of us.’ I didn’t know what her look meant and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. 
‘So why do you need me?’ 
‘I wish I could tell you everything but I need to wrap up this Angus business first.’ 
‘Have you come back from the same time as Angus?’ 
‘Not quite but close, I think. I’ve got an idea who sent him here. Care to comment on that, Eddie?’ 
There was no need to reply. She knew. From the smile, I could tell she knew that I had sent Angus. Maybe she even knew why.  
‘So your name is Lauren,’ I said. 
‘Yes, but can we stick with Scarlett here? I’d like to hang on to some of my protocols. Besides, I prefer it.’ 
‘Who’s Scarlett really?’ 
‘No one important. A girl who had her identity borrowed.’ 
‘You mean stolen?’ 
‘No. Borrowed is a more accurate description.’ 
‘What about Lauren? What’s she like?’ 
‘At this point in time, Lauren Bliss lives a normal life with her mother and father. I can safely say that she has never done anything remarkable until yesterday when she ran away from home.’ 
‘Won’t your parents worry?’ 
‘Yes, but it doesn’t matter. Every version created by an agent’s jump is wiped away after use. The lines are only kept open as long as the investigation is ongoing.’ 
‘I don’t get it. If the future you has taken over this body, where’s the you from now?’ 
‘Think of it as asleep at the back of my mind, unaware of what’s going on but ready to wake up as soon as I jump out. If I were to jump back now, you’d be talking to a very confused girl indeed. The last thing she knew she was at home in London. Now she is in the Wellcome Valley, eating an extremely dry baked potato.’ 
‘That’s a bit weird, isn’t it?’ 
‘I suppose.’ Scarlett took a bite of her potato. ‘But memory is a selective thing. Take this lunch. I try to change what I have each time but I won’t remember the exact consistency of the potato. I might remember that it needed to be a bit warmer for the cheese to melt but there‘s loads of stuff I won’t recall. And what about all the other lunches, breakfasts and dinners of my life? My memory will retain a few but discard the rest. Even at this age, there’s lots your memory didn’t think worth hanging on to. Imagine what it’ll be like when you’re older.’ 
I had been so absorbed in our conversation that I hadn’t noticed the table of girls watching us, until Scarlett took my hand, making them giggle and point. 
‘Look, Eddie, don’t worry about this stuff. All that matters is what’s happening now,’ she said. ‘That’s what you learn doing this job.’ 
I moved my hand away. 
‘Can I ask you one more thing?’  
‘I probably won’t be able to answer it.’ 
‘Do we meet in the future?’ 
Her final smile was so full of sadness that I feared for what she was going to say, but she sighed and replied, ‘I’m hoping we might meet again in the past.’ 

Beginning at the End 
I didn’t care who I sat next to in English this time. I was trying to make sense of everything, so Cornish’s words washed over me until something he said struck a chord. ‘Mary Shelley begins her story not at the beginning, but at the end.’ 
‘Why?’ I demanded.  
‘Why what?’ He looked confused.  
‘Isn’t life confusing enough without jiggling about the order?’ 
I was aware of Angus and Scarlett watching me with interest. 
‘I mean, you don’t go to a restaurant and ask for a pudding first, do you? They don’t say who’s won the football before kick off, do they? Bands don’t play encores before they’ve even done one song.’ 
‘All valid points,’ said Cornish, ‘but Victor Frankenstein is telling his story in the past tense, which means it is something that has already happened, so by starting her story at the end, Mary Shelley —’ 
‘It’s not the end.’ It was Scarlett who interrupted this time. 
‘Would you care to expand on that?’ said Cornish.  
‘The monster comes back, doesn’t he?’ said Scarlett. ‘In which case the book starts somewhere near the end, but not the very end.’ 
Mr Cornish spun around on his heel and threw his marker pen from one hand to the other. ‘That’s true, although I wasn’t going to mention that. I didn’t want to spoil it for those of you who haven’t read it yet.’ 
Angus piped up next. ‘I thought that knowing what happens wasn’t the same as knowing the story.’ 
‘True too, Angus,’ said Cornish, weaving his way between the desks, clearly enjoying the pace of the conversation. ‘The important thing is the words on the page.’  
‘In which case it depends what version we’re talking about,’ said Scarlett. 
Cornish clapped his hands together excitedly. ‘Superb. Scarlett is talking about the two different versions of Frankenstein. The original was published in 1818, the second in 1831 when Mary Shelley revised the book. To answer your question, Scarlett, we’ll be working from the revised text.’ 
‘I prefer the original,’ said Scarlett. 
Cornish was momentarily caught off guard by this, wrestling with an instinct to doubt that a student could possibly have not only read the book, but read both different versions of it. ‘Why?’ he asked. 
‘In the first one, Frankenstein makes his own decisions,’ she replied simply. ‘In the later one, he is the victim of fate.’ 
‘Really?’ I had never seen Cornish look out of his depth before. 
‘Yes. Thirteen years on, Mary had buried three children and one husband. She had felt pain. She had lived through tragedy. She obviously found it easier to put her loss down to fate. She victimised herself and so she allowed her most famous character to do the same.’ 
‘Very interesting,’ said Cornish. ‘Fate is certainly a key theme of the book that we’ll be looking at. So what do we think, comrades? Who here believes in fate?’ 
Hands went up. Mine stayed down. We were back on familiar ground, although I had changed my mind now. How could there be a fixed course of events if there were different futures, pasts and presents? Nothing was certain. Even my memories had become slippery, uncertain things I could no longer rely on. I had never considered how large a hole my mother’s death had left in my life until it was filled. I missed that emptiness. Without it, who was I? 
After class, I walked out with Angus. He spoke to me out of the side of his mouth, managing to look much more suspicious than he would have looked speaking normally. ‘There’s a plan.’ 
‘What kind of plan?’ 
He reached his hand into his pocket and handed me a packet of Smarties. 
‘Ah, a plan with sweets,’ I said. ‘My favourite kind.’ 
Angus spoke seriously. ‘On the way home, you’ll sit next to Scarlett. All you have to do is offer her a Smartie and make sure she takes the blue one.’ 
I flipped up the lid and saw a blue Smartie at the top. ‘Why?’ 
We reached the car park and stepped out. ‘Look, this is your plan, Eddie. Not mine. I’m not asking you to trust me. I’m asking you to trust yourself. Give her the Smartie. Don’t give her the Smartie. It’s up to you, but you told me to tell you to do it.’ 
I closed the packet and slipped it into my coat pocket. 
‘Last call for anywhere but here,’ yelled Bill. 
‘Never gets old,’ I said. 
‘He does,’ replied Angus. ‘Almost takes a whole bus full of kids over the edge. He loses his license after that.’ 
Angus’s mum flashed the car lights  
‘Remember, Eddie, the blue sweet.’ Angus turned and ran to the car.  
I got to the bus just as Bill was closing the doors. Scarlett was already there. I sat down next to her, and tried not to think about how close she was. 
‘How are you doing?’ she asked. 
‘I feel like my brain has been tumble dried.’ 
‘Has Angus told you what he’s doing here yet?’ 
‘He says he’s working for me.’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘You knew, didn’t you?’ 
‘I guessed.’ 
‘Is it true?’ 
‘The trouble with this business is that one minute you’re talking to your best friend, the next it’s your worst enemy.’ 
‘Which are you?’ 
‘I’m someone trying to do a job. What did Angus give you?’ 
I took out the packet of Smarties. There was no point hiding anything from Scarlett. She took it, opened the top and poured a few onto her palm, including the blue one. 
‘These are my favourite,’ she said. ‘Do you think I should have one?’ 
I shrugged. 
‘I especially like the look of the blue one.’ 
‘Angus told me to make you eat it,’ I admitted. 
She nodded. ‘Did he tell you what it would do to me?’ 
‘No. What is it?’ 
‘It contains some kind of temporal distortion reactor. The Echo Corporation has teams of echo jumpers who travel back to manufacture this stuff and hide it in the past so that it can be dug up and used.’ 
‘Used to do what?’ 
‘There are two types that I’m aware of. Since you tried to give it to me, I hope it’s a locator which returns the echo jumper to his or her originating point.’ 
‘What’s the other type?’ 
Scarlett didn’t answer. She gave me a pitying glance. ‘You remember what I asked you about Maguire? I said that often your instincts and intuition are all you’ve got to go on. Trust no one.’ 
‘Not even myself?’ 
‘You’ve met Melody now. Is she how you expected her to be? Is your life what you expected it to be?’ 
‘I don’t know. She’s not so different to how Ruby described her, I suppose.’ 
‘Melody Dane is a brilliant woman. It was her who inspired me to get involved with echo technology. I can’t imagine what it was like for you, growing up in her shadow and under her influence. Can you?’ 
‘Am I different in this version, then?’ 
‘You’re the same person, but your life is different.’ Scarlett poured the sweets back and handed the packet to me.  
‘You think the Smartie would have hurt you?’ I asked. 
‘The Eddie I know wouldn’t hurt anyone,’ she replied.  
‘How much longer will this last?’  
‘It’s almost over,’ she replied. 
Bill slammed on the brakes.  
‘All right, Miss White. That’s you, good night.’ 
‘I’ll see you around, Eddie Dane.’ 
I felt my chest tighten at the thought of her going, because each time she left I feared I would never see her again. When she got off, I stared out of the window and watched her disappear into the darkness. 

A Picture of Frustration 
I found comfort in Ruby’s paint-splattered chaos but I noticed how the painting on the easel was spikier than before. The colours were brighter and had been applied with more force. 
‘It’s not regret,’ I said. 
‘No. It’s frustration,’ she replied. She grinned at me and added, ‘Which, of course, means it’s impossible to get right.’ 
‘Where’s Melody?’  
‘Over at David’s, teetering on the brink of the scientific discovery of the century.’ 
‘She will change the world,’ I said.  
‘I have no doubt about that,’ replied Ruby. ‘I have never had any doubts about that. Ever since she was a little girl I knew Melody was going to change the world. My only question was whether she would change it for the better or worse.’ Ruby raised her eyebrows to show she was trying to be funny. 
‘What about him?’ I said. 
‘David? He’s just David. He manages her, which is something.’ 
‘They think they can control time,’ I said. ‘That’s what they’re doing.’ 
‘Why would you want to?’ 
‘To avoid making mistakes, I suppose?’ I said. 
‘Life is mistakes, Eddie. Take you. You think you were planned? Not likely. But what a fine specimen of a mistake you are.’ She held up my chin, colouring it with orange paint. ‘Believe me, everything worthwhile begins life as a mistake.’ 
‘It would be nice to avoid making the same mistakes,’ I said. 
‘What’s the point? You’ll only end up making different ones.’ 
‘Do you think Melody would avoid having me if she could?’ 
‘Who knows? But I tell you what I would do. I’d do everything the same.’ 
‘You’re telling me you don’t have any regrets?’ I didn’t try to hide the disbelief in my voice. 
‘Of course I have regrets, but I’d do it the same because that’s what I’m like. Even if I tried to do things differently, they’d end up the same.’ 
‘How do you know?’ 
‘Because I have tried to do things differently. Half my life was spent trying to be a better person but you reach a certain age and you realise you don’t have a choice about who you are. All of us are slaves to ourselves.’ 
‘You’d still have Melody, then?’ I asked. 
‘Of course. If I didn’t have her, I wouldn’t have you and, while you’re not exactly my first choice of living companion, you are you, and that’s something.’ 
Ruby plucked the brush from the jar, wiped it clean with her fingertips, then dipped it in the paint to continue with the impossible task of finishing her picture of frustration. 

Death Drop Point 
Melody didn’t come home that evening. As far as I could tell, this wasn’t especially unusual. Ruby suggested I call Maguire’s number if I was worried, which was written on a pad by the phone. I tried it but there was no answer. Outside, the weather was getting worse. I was feeling anxious because I felt like this world with Melody was going to be taken from me at any time. I considered cycling round but Ruby told me it was too dangerous to go out on such a night, and I knew she was right, so I went upstairs to my room and stared at a blank wall until I fell asleep in my clothes, only to be awoken by my mother’s urgent whisper. 
‘Eddie. Get up. Now.’ 
I opened my eyes. Melody loomed over the bed, her panicked face lit by the red glow of my bedside clock.  
‘What time is it?’ I asked, rubbing my eyes.  
‘Late. You need to get up.’ She pulled my pillow from under my head.  
‘Why? What’s going on?’ 
‘I’ll explain on the way. Downstairs in one minute.’ 
She left my door open and went to her room. I saw the light go on and heard her hurriedly packing. I dressed as fast as I could, then joined her downstairs. As soon as she saw me, she opened the front door, revealing the dark storm that raged outside. 
‘Come on,’ she said.  
I didn’t move. ‘Not until I know why.’ 
‘Please, darling, do as you’re told,’ she said through gritted teeth.  
‘No.’ 
‘I’m your mother. Do as you’re told.’ 
‘No.’ 
‘Eddie, my darling, we’re in danger. We need to go.’ 
‘What about Ruby? We can’t leave her.’ 
‘Your grandmother will be fine.’ 
‘What’s happened?’ 
‘I’ll explain in the car.’ I realised that Maguire’s car was parked outside the front. 
‘Is he in there?’ 
‘No,’ she said. ‘I’ve borrowed his car.’ 
‘But you don’t drive,’ I said.  
‘I can drive perfectly well. Now, please, get in the car.’ When she touched my face I could feel her hand trembling with fear. 
I followed her to the car and got in. The engine was already running. 
‘I don’t think we should be driving in this storm,’ I said.  
‘We have no choice.’ Melody threw her bag into the back seat and pulled out a book. It was her hardback copy of Frankenstein. ‘Read what’s written at the back,’ she said. 
‘I know all this,’ I said. ‘I know about the random sentence. I don’t get why it’s fallen on the same night since there are two of you working on it this time, but I know what’s written because I’ve seen all this before.’ 
Melody started the car. ‘I chose this book for our experiment because you and I were talking about it yesterday. The idea was to test whether the present could be affected by the past.’ 
It took me a moment to realise that she hadn’t listened to a word I said. 
‘Yes, I know, and it can,’ I said. ‘The sentence appears as if by magic.’ 
‘Read it,’ said Melody, still not listening.  
I turned to the last page and read, Do not trust David Maguire.  
‘I don’t understand,’ I said. ‘Who wrote it?’  
‘It’s my handwriting.’ 
‘So you wrote it?’ 
‘No, I went to the past and wrote a sentence I found in the book. When I returned, however, this was written there in its place. It’s a warning from myself in the future, placed in that same moment in the past for me to read now.’ 
Melody clicked the windscreen wipers on to full speed but they were losing the battle against the torrential rain.  
‘Did Maguire see it too?’ 
‘He did. He kept trying to tell me it wasn’t true, but I’m hardly going to trust him over myself, am I?’ 
On the more exposed stretches of road I could feel the wind catching the car. It was a dreadful night to be out but there was someone else on the road. Occasionally, I could see the single headlight of a motorbike behind us. I didn’t know if Melody had noticed. 
‘I need you to be brave, darling,’ she said. 
‘I’m not scared,’ I said. I threw the book onto the back seat and spotted Maguire’s shotgun. 
‘Why have you got his gun?’ I asked. 
Melody answered with her silence. For the first time I noticed that her hands were stained with something dark and red. 
‘What have you done?’ 
‘I needed to protect us,’ she said 
‘What have you done?’ 
‘Stop it, Eddie. Stop saying that.’ 
My right hand closed around the packet of Smarties. I pulled it out, flipped open the lid and saw the blue one at the top. I could feel the roar of the engine as Melody pushed her foot down on the accelerator. 
‘You know I’d never do anything to harm you, darling,’ she said. ‘We’re in this together. No matter what, we’re in this together, you and me.’ 
Melody made no attempt to slow down for the corner and, at the speed she was going, the skid was inevitable. Her hands twitched, turning the wheel to regain control of the car. She was gripping it so tightly I could see the blue veins in her hands.  
The next corner was even sharper and she was going even faster. We never stood a chance. I didn’t try to grab the wheel. Or yell. I simply tipped the packet of sweets into my mouth as we hit the barrier and bit into the blue one. It tasted bitter and everything slowed down. I saw the fear and panic in my mother’s eyes. In the rear-view mirror I saw the motorcyclist stop on the road. The items on the back seat flew into the air. I viewed these things with curiosity as the car shot off the road at the corner that one day, in another version of the world, would be named Death Drop Point. 

The End of Eddie Dane 
During the trial, Liphook had given a full and frank testimony about that night at the farmhouse and hospital. Once everyone in the courtroom was satisfied with her story, she was sent back to her originating timeline.  
But it no longer felt like hers.  
Her memories began running away from her. At first she believed it was old age, or some kind of side effect of the echo jump, but it was more than that.  
She understood that everything was coming to an end.  
She had enjoyed the trip to the museum, not because of the memories it brought back but because of all that time spent with the helpful young man. After the incident back at Maguire’s farmhouse, she had left Wellcome Valley for a job in the big city, finally getting all the excitement and danger she had desired. She had the scars and the pain to prove it. She had achieved everything she had set out to do but now, with her police career behind her, she realised that the one thing she had failed to achieve was companionship. Liphook was alone. 
She remembered with fondness the arrival of the Sandlings that night at the hospital. Angus’s large family had breathed new life into the stagnant waiting room. In spite of the noise, both Liphook and Ruby were grateful for the distraction. Angus’s twin brothers were incapable of doing anything other than bicker and wind each other up, but it was preferable to the anxious silence that had filled the room before. Ruby found comfort holding the baby, while Liphook reflected on how a large family brought with it an environment of its own that cushioned those inside from any horrors the world could throw at them.  
It was a night of unrelenting atrocities. The news that Angus was very likely to spend the rest of his life in a wheelchair was utterly devastating for the family. Liphook wished she could do something to alleviate their pain.  
In contrast to Angus’s large family, Ruby was alone in her torture.  
At one minute past midnight, a young male doctor who looked as tired as Liphook felt, came into the waiting room. From the expression on his face, it was never going to be good news.  
‘Please, have a seat,’ he said to Ruby. 
‘I’m fine standing,’ she replied. Liphook placed her arm around Ruby’s shoulder. 
He nodded gravely. ‘I’m so very sorry,’ he said. ‘Your grandson has passed away.’ 
Liphook felt all of Ruby’s strength vanish. She went limp and would have collapsed to the ground had Liphook not been there to lower her gently onto a seat. 
The doctor explained that Eddie had died peacefully in his sleep and, as far as he could tell, had felt no pain, but the words didn’t even touch the surface of Ruby’s grief. The Sandlings offered kind words of condolence, but all Liphook could offer was an arm and shoulder as Ruby wept for her grandson.  
‘They’re not for me,’ Ruby said eventually. ‘These tears. They’re for him. That poor kid got lumped with me his whole life. He got stuck in this valley with me. I thought that if I could get him through this bit of his life then he could go off and do whatever he wanted, but if it’s over now, it means he spent his whole life waiting for his life to start. What a waste. What an unforgiveable, disgusting waste.’ 
‘You can’t blame yourself,’ said Liphook. 
‘I told you, it’s not about me. It doesn’t matter who I blame. I used to say to him that maybe we would do better in the next life but I never believed that. You only get one go at this. Except that poor lad lying dead on that slab never even got that. Regret is the worst.’ 

Echo Freefalling 
‘Echo freefalling can occur for a number of reasons but is most often the result of the death of an individual in the originating version. This leaves your conscious self untethered and lost. If this should happen to you, you will find yourself pinballing forwards and backwards through time, criss-crossing versions of reality. In this event, it is vital that you stay calm and remain in the background of each host mind. The further forward you push yourself, the more difficult it will be for our experts to extract you.’ 
I didn’t know who was speaking, only that it was a calm voice that reminded me of a safety announcement. The next thing I heard was my own voice. 
‘You’re sure you won’t have a dessert? It’s on me,’ The voice sounded deeper but I knew it was mine because I heard it from inside my head. 
Looking out of my eyes I saw I was sitting in a fancy restaurant. Angus was opposite me. His hairline was further back and there were lines around his eyes and mouth. Apart from that, he was just the same. 
‘Why me?’ he said. ‘I don’t understand why you’re asking me, Eddie.’ 
‘Because I know you like dessert and they’ve got a great selection here.’ 
He gave me a withering look.  
‘Because you’re my friend, Angus,’ I said. Apparently I knew what he was referring to. ‘And because you’re not involved in all this and because I trust you. There aren’t many people I do now.’ 
Watching this from the back of my head, I was a spectator to my own thoughts as they crossed my mind. 
‘I can’t be bought,’ said Angus. ‘I’m not for sale.’ 
‘I’m not trying to buy you. I’m asking you for help and offering what I can in return.’ 
‘Do you remember the project?’ said Angus. ‘The ten tallest trees in the valley?’ 
I felt the contractions in my cheeks as I smiled. ‘I never even liked climbing trees. I only did it because you did.’ 
‘I knew that,’ said Angus. ‘I was grateful. It was always more fun with you.’ 
A waitress placed cups of coffee in front of us. Angus thanked her and took a sip but I didn’t say anything. I poured milk from a small jug into my cup and watched it colour the coffee.  
‘Do we have to go through all this again?’ I recognised the tightening sensation in my chest as guilt, although I didn’t understand what I felt guilty about.  
‘Isn’t that what you’re asking me to do? Go over things again?’ he said. 
I leaned forward and spoke quietly. ‘Things have changed. The technology has moved on. It’s now possible for you to go back and start again. You can live your life over. You can do things differently.’ 
‘I thought all jump cords had to be cut.’ 
‘There are ways round that. I could arrange it for you.’ 
‘Thanks, but I’m happy with my life.’ 
I snorted into my coffee in disbelief. I hated myself for doing it. 
‘I know I’m not rich like you,’ said Angus, ‘but I am happy, Eddie. I never blamed you for what happened. I knew it was my own fault, but when Melody made all that money and you left the valley and stopped calling, it wasn’t that I resented you for going. It was just  … ’ He trailed off for a moment. ‘When I was lying there, waiting to be found, unable to move, in all kinds of agony, I wished so much you were there. Not to go get help, not because you’d probably have stopped me climbing so high, but because I knew you’d be able to make me laugh. It’s been years since I laughed like we used to.’ 
‘Things aren’t as funny these days,’ I said. 
‘Last call for anywhere but here,’ said Angus. 
‘I’m not here for a trip down memory lane,’ I said harshly. 
‘I thought that was exactly why you asked me here.’ 
‘You know what I mean. I need your help to stop Maguire before he wipes her from history.’ 
‘I don’t even understand half of this. I’ve never had any interest in that echo stuff.’ 
‘I know, which means they won’t suspect you. The ETA is in Maguire’s pocket. We’re running out of time.’ 
‘The ETA?’ Angus nodded knowingly. I could tell this annoyed me but I wasn’t clear why.  
I could feel a hundred different emotions wrestling inside of me. 
‘How is she?’ asked Angus. 
‘Tenacious,’ I said. I didn’t know what the word meant but I understood we were talking about Scarlett.  
‘I’m sorry things didn’t work out with you two,’ said Angus. ‘I liked her.’ 
‘It’s history,’ I said dismissively, but from the turmoil in my head I doubted this was true. 
‘What isn’t history these days?’ said Angus. 
This brought my anger and frustration into focus. ‘Will you do it? It’s not hard, what I’m asking. You’ll receive full instructions that will help us stop the ETA from meddling and letting Maguire clear his name.’ 
‘By us, you mean you and Melody?’ 
‘I need to protect her.’ 
‘I’ll do it, but for you. Not for her,’ said Angus. 
‘Thank you.’ 
‘I’m agreeing to help because we used to be friends and that still means something to me.’ 
‘I hope we’re still friends,’ I said.  
‘Listen, Eddie, thanks for lunch. It wasn’t quite Thursday meatballs but it was nice.’ 
‘I’ll send someone to pick you up in the morning,’ I said. 
Angus placed his hands on the table and pushed. I was expecting him to stand and was surprised when he slid back. I watched him navigate his wheelchair through the crowded restaurant. He never once looked back. 
I felt the weight of every dark thought in my head. I witnessed my own fear and determination. I was using Angus. I was sending him to do something I was too scared to do myself. I watched myself dismiss this guilt. I had promised Melody I would carry out her plan. I had to protect my mother. That was all that mattered to me. 

Manipulation 
The feeling of weightlessness was lost as I found myself in a room that was unfamiliar to me and yet I knew I had been here many times. I was on my feet. My mother stood at a darkened window that went all the way down to the shiny floor. She had her back to me and was looking down at the city lights.  
‘The trial is underway,’ I said.  
‘Then it is important that we don’t take any more risks. This must go our way, not Maguire’s.’ 
‘Maguire has been brought in now,’ I said. ‘He’s given evidence but refused to clarify either way what happened.’ 
‘Of course he refused to talk,’ snapped my mother, turning around to face me, revealing the anger in her eyes. ‘Murderers don’t give themselves up.’ 
‘I suppose not,’ I said. Doubt crossed my mind. I watched my host body dismiss it.  
‘Eddie, darling,’ said my mother, ‘I know this is hard but we have to take these matters into our own hands. If we leave it to the ETA, David will be able to manipulate the situation. I don’t understand the game he’s playing but I do know the goal he has in mind. He wants to destroy all this.’  
She waved her hands in the air.  
‘I know,’ I said, ‘but the ETA aren’t working for him any more.’ 
My mother smiled. ‘It’s her, isn’t it? It’s Lauren. You have to realise that your marriage is over now. She’ll help him, not us.’ 
‘I don’t think that’s true,’ I said. ‘Not about the marriage, I know that’s over, but Lauren is only trying to do the right thing.’ 
‘You say that like there’s only one right thing. Everyone has their own version of what is right, but you and I, Eddie, we know the truth – and the truth is that David wants rid of me. From this and every version. He wants to live in a world of his own design.’ 
‘But Lauren will discover the truth  … ’ 
‘She’ll discover the version of the truth she’s looking for and that could too easily be one without me. She never liked me. You know she didn’t. This is personal.’ 
‘I don’t think she would —’ 
‘You never think anything bad about her,’ interrupted my mother. ‘It’s always been up to me to point out what her real motives were in marrying you. I’m the only one who has your best interests at heart and you’re the only one who has mine. Right now, do you know where she is?’ 
‘No. Probably at the agency, gathering evidence.’ 
‘She’s echo jumping. She’s back at the discovery stage, controlling the situation. She’s planning to use another version of you, Eddie, to get the result they want. She’s using you, Eddie. We need to stop her.’  
‘Stop her how?’ 
My mother held out her hand. In her palm was a single blue pill. 
‘I won’t do anything to hurt her,’ I said. 
‘This won’t hurt her. It’s a tracker. It will send her back to our present before she manages to finish what she’s doing. All new echo jumps have been suspended so she won’t be able to go back again.’ 
‘You promise?’ I said. 
‘Eddie, darling, I’m not a monster.’ She raised her hand to my cheek and I felt so many emotions that I could barely distinguish what was what, except that this host body, inside which I was hiding, would have done anything for this woman. ‘You can’t go yourself. They’re watching us. You need to find someone you trust.’ 
‘I’m not sure I trust anyone any more.’ 
‘Find someone to help us. Someone not involved. Someone you can manipulate. Do it quickly or we’ll lose everything we’ve worked for.’ 
In my mind’s eye, I pictured Angus. Yes, I heard myself think, I’ll get Angus to do it. 

The End of the World 
There was no rushing wind or lurching sensation in my stomach, but it did feel as helpless and hopeless as falling. Days passed like seconds. All my lives flashed before my ever-changing eyes, hinting at all the possibilities and impossibilities of every decision. I caught glimpses of how my life would have been with a mother. Her expectations. Her disappointment. My desire to please her. My unconditional love for her, no matter what she did or what she asked me to do. 
I saw Ruby refusing to admit she was growing old until her fingers could no longer grip a paintbrush. I saw her alone, unable to look after herself. I saw her screaming and crying when I came to take her from her home. I wrestled with her and pushed back my emotions.  
I saw Scarlett, young and old, happy and sad, angry and disappointed, laughing uncontrollably and weeping inconsolably. I couldn’t make sense of it all but what I did understand was so painful that I was relieved when it stopped and I found myself standing in a crowded room, once again tucked away at the back of my mind.  
At the front of the room, behind a small stage, was a logo with an arrow curving around to form a globe with the letters ETA written below. A man in a grey suit stood onstage, urging everyone to sit down. I found a seat. The man next to me was fiddling with his watch.  
‘Another day, another announcement from the ETA,’ he said. He pressed a button on his watch and it projected various computer icons above his wrist. ‘Blasted thing. Never works when I need it.’ He switched it off and took out a pad and pen. ‘Much easier,’ he said. 
I waited to hear my reply but none came.  
At the back of the room, cameramen and journalists jostled for position. ‘Any idea what this one’s about?’ asked the man next to me. 
‘I have my suspicions,’ I said. 
The man turned to look at me. ‘Hey, don’t I recognise you?’ 
‘Look, it’s starting now,’ I said. 
The man onstage tapped the microphone on the lectern and spoke. ‘Ladies and gentlemen of the press, please welcome Senior Echo Time Agent, Lauren Bliss.’ 
Scarlett walked out onto the stage, exuding confidence and authority. She was blond and she looked older, but no less striking in a blue uniform with the same logo of the curved arrow. 
‘Ladies and gentlemen of the press, thank you for coming.’ 
The room fell quiet. ‘I know many of you will be pressed for time,’ she began. 
‘Unlike you lot,’ shouted a journalist at the back, winning a small half-hearted pocket of laughter.  
‘There will be an opportunity for questions and attempts at humour at the end,’ said Scarlett, getting a much better response. ‘This announcement concerns the planned action following the decision to eradicate all remaining altered versions.’ 
An excited murmur spread through the room.  
‘About time too,’ the man next to me muttered.  
‘It is not a decision we at the ETA take lightly,’ said Scarlett. ‘The consequences of what we are about to do will have ramifications far beyond this version of existence.’ 
‘In English, please,’ shouted the loud-mouthed journalist at the back.  
‘She’s talking about the end of the world,’ responded another. 
Scarlett smiled. ‘In spite of your glib tabloid summary, you’re not far off. We are talking about the end of all altered versions of existence,’ she said. ‘As you know, it has been law for well over a decade that all new versions created for whatever reason must be destroyed after use. However, this new decision requires us to go back and delete all versions created before this law.’ 
‘Good thing too,’ said the man next to me. From the mutterings of approval, this appeared to be the sentiment of most of the room. 
‘That’s right,’ said a snooty-sounding woman at the side of the room. ‘Professor Maguire’s own report warned of dangers of temporal erosion caused by the existence of too many timelines.’ 
‘The report cited this as a possibility, not a reality. But, whatever the truth of the dangers, it has been decided it is not a risk worth taking, so the ETA will now embark on a series of investigations to determine which versions have been altered and which is the originating version.’ 
‘So, the end of the world, then,’ yelled the same journalist as before.  
Scarlett had to fight to regain the attention of the room. ‘It is for this very reason that Professor David Maguire has resigned his post as chief adviser to the ETA.’ 
‘What about the rumours that Maguire has created his own personal altered version with no Melody Dane?’ said the snooty journalist. 
‘I cannot comment on ongoing cases and investigations within the ETA,’ said Scarlett. ‘Nor am I here to answer for Professor Maguire.’ 
‘Will he be holding a press conference too?’ yelled another voice. 
‘As soon as Professor Maguire is located, the ETA will be issuing a statement.’  
Given the strong reaction this got, it was odd that my own mind was extremely calm. Apparently I was not surprised by anything I had heard so far. 
‘He’s gone missing?’ said the man next to me. 
‘Run away, has he?’ shouted loud mouth. 
‘I am unable to comment on Professor Maguire’s whereabouts at this time. All I can tell you is that, as an outspoken critic of this policy, he has found his own position as chief advisor to the ETA untenable and so has stepped down.’  
‘And run off to hide in a world where he can get what he wants,’ said the snooty woman. 
‘The consequence of this policy will make it impossible for anyone to hide in altered versions,’ said Scarlett. 
‘In English, please.’ 
‘It’s the end of every world except one,’ she replied, for the first time catching my eye. 

Final Chips 
Seeing Scarlett’s face so near to mine, it took me a moment to take in our surroundings. The clatter of the cutlery and the smell of the food brought me to my senses. I looked down at the plate of chips on my tray. On a nearby table, a group of girls pretended not to watch us. We were back in the school hall. Everything was as before except, this time, Scarlett had chips. She picked one up, dipped it in ketchup and took a bite. 
‘It’s all right to speak,’ she said.  
‘To say what?’ I replied.  
‘You have every reason to be upset,’ she said. ‘I can’t imagine what you’ve been through.’ 
‘Which version are we in now?’ I asked. 
‘This is a temporary moment that will be destroyed as soon as we leave. You’ve been stabilised now. It’s almost over.’ 
‘What happened to me?’ 
‘You were echo freefalling,’ said Scarlett. ‘You heard the announcement, didn’t you?’ 
‘The one that told me I was dead and to remain calm?’ I said. 
‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘It turns out that blue Smartie was nastier than I thought. It did locate your originating point but it didn’t send you back. It sent you into cardiac arrest. It killed your originating self.’ 
‘So I’m dead?’ 
‘Dead men don’t eat chips, Eddie, but it was touch and go for a while. Luckily for you, your originating self came from an altered version that was created by Cornish’s illegal echo jump.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘Don’t hurt yourself trying to understand. Just know that in spite of your best efforts, you are still alive.’ 
‘But I told Angus to give the Smartie to you.’ 
‘Did you know what it would do?’ 
‘No, I don’t think so. Maybe. I’m not sure. I was trying to protect Melody.’ I paused and looked down at the blob of ketchup on my plate. ‘Scarlett, am I the bad guy?’ 
She took my hand. ‘It doesn’t matter. You’re going to make up for all this. This you is going to make things right.’ 
‘I want to see Ruby.’ 
‘You’ll see her soon.’ 
‘I want to go home.’ 
‘The whole world is going home now. We’re starting again.’ She picked up another chip. ‘You know, I wish I’d gone for chips the first time. Most field agents pig out when they echo jump, but I had this crazy idea that I should try to stay healthy. Stupid really.’ 
‘I don’t get it,’ I said. ‘Has everything I’ve just seen already happened?’ 
‘It had, but it won’t have soon. All those futures are being destroyed and all those pasts are being tidied up.’ 
‘So everything will make sense?’ 
‘I don’t think you can assume that. Things don’t make sense. Not really. The world isn’t fair. You can try all you like to make it so but someone will always find a loophole. Even now that they want to clean everything up, I doubt it will stay like that.’ 
‘How many versions are there left?’ 
‘Two, and it’s time to call the final witness. You.’ 
‘Why me? What have I witnessed?’ 
‘I need you to do one last jump back to the first point of divergence.’ 
‘Melody’s death,’ I said. 
Scarlett nodded. ‘That’s where all these investigations have led. Maguire stands on trial for her murder. We need your testimony.’ 
‘Why me?’ 
‘Because you were there, Eddie. You can’t remember it but you witnessed Melody’s death. If we sent anyone else back, their presence would be too likely to affect the outcome.’ 
‘Can’t you just hypnotise me to remember?’ 
‘No. We need to be sure. Believe me, this was my last resort. Sending you back that far is not without its dangers. You’ll be entering your infant mind, opening up the danger of overworking it and causing mental damage. You’ll also be reliving a memory you have suppressed for a very good reason.’  
‘Will I be able to speak?’ 
‘No, your vocal cords won’t be developed enough. Even if you could, a talking baby would be enough to make anyone crash a car.’ Scarlett’s smile was the emptiest I had ever seen it.  
‘So what can I do?’ 
‘Listen and watch.’ 
Scarlett placed her hand on top of my mine. The group of girls giggled but, at that moment, I could not have cared less. ‘So no one will remember this,’ I said. 
‘That’s right,’ she replied. 
I leaned over the table and kissed her. Her lips were so soft that it felt as though the world was melting.  
Then it did. 

Thurseaber 
I entered a memory from before I knew what memory was. I was shuffling and struggling. My mind was awash with confused, wordless emotions. It was dark and something was hurting my shoulders. My mother stood over me. She looked like she did in the photograph, although I knew her more by smell than sight. She finished fiddling with the two strong straps holding me down and I felt the buckle pinch my thigh. When I cried out in pain, I heard the shrill shriek of a baby. 
‘Look, I’m sorry, darling,’ said my mother, ‘but if you didn’t make such a fuss, you wouldn’t get hurt, would you?’ 
‘Where are you taking him?’ Ruby was standing behind my mother. The rain came down hard on her uncovered head. 
‘Go back inside, woman,’ said Melody.  
‘At least wait until it stops raining. It’s not safe to drive in this.’ 
‘He’s safer with me than with you,’ replied Melody. 
‘You’re overreacting. Everyone leaves their door unlocked around here.’ 
‘Not when they’re supposed to be looking after their grandson. You had that music up so loud you couldn’t even hear him crying.’ 
‘I can hear him crying now,’ said Ruby pointedly. ‘You’ll only be back. You need my help. You never have any time for the lad.’ 
‘I wouldn’t expect you to understand,’ yelled Melody. ‘David and I are working on something very important.  
‘More important than your child?’ 
‘The child has nothing to do with David. He’s mine. Do you understand? Mine.’ 
‘The child has a name,’ said Ruby. 
Melody slammed the car door shut so I couldn’t hear what was said, then she got into the driver’s seat and turned the key. She tried the seatbelt but it didn’t come, so she gave up and put the car into gear. I had to warn her. 
‘Thurseaber,’ I managed to say. My tongue felt swollen and oversized in my infant mouth.  
‘Don’t worry, darling. Everything’s going to be all right.’ 
Out of the window I could see Ruby standing in the doorway. The rain on the car roof sounded like thunder. The car moved and I felt a wave of drowsiness. I fought to stay awake. ‘Thurseaber, thurseaber,’ I muttered. 
‘Quiet down now, darling.’ 
She leaned over and fumbled with her bag, causing the car to swerve. She got it back under control and pulled out her mobile phone. With her left thumb, she dialled a number, then clicked it on to speaker phone. 
‘Hello?’ It was Maguire’s voice. ‘Melody? Where are you? What’s wrong?’ 
‘I’m driving,’ she replied. ‘I’m leaving.’ 
‘Come on, don’t get like this over a little argument.’ 
‘You called me an unfit mother.’ 
‘I didn’t mean it like that. It was you who said the baby was getting in the way of our work.’  
‘THURSEABER,’ I screamed. 
‘Please, darling, give it a rest,’ yelled Melody.  
‘What’s going on?’ said Maguire. ‘Are you driving?’ 
‘It’s not your concern.’ 
‘It is my car, though, isn’t it? You shouldn’t be driving in weather like this. Please, come round and we can talk about it.’ 
‘There’s nothing to talk about. We’re leaving. We’re getting out of this godforsaken place. I’m going to start over.’ 
‘And throw away everything we’re trying to do?’ said Maguire. 
‘I wouldn’t be throwing away anything. I am perfectly capable of completing the project with or without you.’ 
‘I’ve given up everything for this,’ said Maguire. 
‘So have I.’ 
‘What did you have to give up?’ 
‘Goodbye, David.’ 
My mother only looked down to disconnect the call but it was long enough. We had reached the corner. I felt the skid of the wheel. I heard screaming, although I don’t know whether it was her, me, or the sound of the brakes. As the car flew off the road, my mother shot out of her seat and went straight through the windscreen. I felt moisture splatter my skin but I didn’t know if it was blood or rain. 

The Testimony of  Mr Edward Dane 
‘The court will now hear the testimony of Mr Edward Dane.’ 
The judge sat up high in the courtroom. Scarlett was standing in front of me, wearing the same uniform as before. My mother was next to a man I didn’t recognise. Maguire was in another box across the room from me. The rest of the large room was filled with people. Most were strangers but some were familiar from the press conference. Everyone looked older than before.  
‘Are you ready to testify, Eddie?’ asked Scarlett. 
‘What?’ I replied.  
‘The witness seems a bit disorientated,’ said the judge. 
‘With respect, your honour,’ said Scarlett, ‘Eddie has been echo freefalling since the death of his originating self. As well as seeing countless glimpses of his own future, he has just sat helplessly and watched his mother’s death. It would be more surprising if he were not disorientated.’ 
‘Is that correct, Mr Dane?’ said the judge. ‘Did you just witness the death of Melody Dane?’ 
I nodded.  
‘Let the record show that the witness nodded,’ said the judge. 
‘Please, in your own time, Eddie, tell us what you saw,’ said Scarlett.  
‘It was raining,’ I said. ‘My mother was arguing with Ruby.’ 
‘You’re referring to Ruby Dane, your grandmother?’ said Scarlett. 
‘She doesn’t like the G-word,’ I said. 
‘What were they arguing about?’ asked the judge. 
‘Ruby had left the door unlocked while she was looking after me or something.’ 
‘May I ask the relevance of this?’ said the man next to my mother. 
‘I think we all want as clear a view of the events as possible,’ said the judge, ‘so please hold back any questions until the end of the testimony.’ He turned back to me. ‘Please continue, but bear in mind that you are under oath and that the consequences of your testimony will have serious ramifications  …  for everyone.’ 
I looked at my mother, trying to read her expression. Something lurked behind her eyes but I couldn’t tell if it was fear, anger or something else. All my life, she had been nothing more than an echo of a whispered word. In reality she was much more complex than that, so much darker and brighter than I could have ever imagined.  
‘Maguire is innocent,’ I said. ‘He didn’t kill her. It was an accident. Melody made a phone call while driving without a seatbelt. That’s why she died.’ 
The courtroom fell quiet except for Melody who was urgently whispering to the man next to her. 
‘Melody, I understand,’ I said. ‘I always felt cheated too. I felt wronged. I wanted someone to blame but it was just a stupid accident. It was nothing.’ 
‘To be clear,’ said Scarlett, ‘are you saying that David Maguire did not play any part in the death of Melody Dane?’  
‘Yes,’ I said.  
The judge had to bring his gavel down several times to silence the court. Maguire summoned Scarlett over and, once order had been regained, she said, ‘In view of this evidence, Professor Maguire would like to alter his statement.’ 
‘You have something to say, Professor Maguire?’ said the judge. 
Maguire stood up, glanced at me, then addressed the judge. ‘Melody Dane was my friend,’ he said. ‘I never cared whether the child was mine but I did care about her. Together, Melody and I shared a common pursuit. We shared a dream. We knew we would change the world, but the world had other ideas. It removed her from that equation. So when I discovered it was possible to alter the past, Melody was my first thought. If it was possible to change the world’s mistakes, I would correct that one. I went back and stopped her dying.’ 
‘How?’ asked the judge. 
‘I had the seatbelt in my car fixed,’ replied Maguire.  
‘And what had happened when you arrived back from the jump?’ enquired the judge. 
‘She was alive. She never died.’ 
‘But that means that ours is not the originating version,’ said the judge.  
‘That is correct,’ said Maguire. ‘This policy has always been suicidal because it was decided in a world created when I saved Melody. Many believe that all these versions are awfully messy but life is mess. It is messy and chaotic and strange and, as far as I’m concerned, endlessly wondrous. When I saved Melody’s life I was correcting an accident that should never have happened.’ 
‘He’s lying,’ yelled Melody. The man next to her tugged her sleeve and urged her to sit down but there was no containing her anger. ‘You’ve got it the wrong way round. You can’t believe his testimony over mine. This witness has been manipulated by the ETA agent. David Maguire is a murderer. This is the originating version.’ 
‘Silence,’ shouted the judge forcibly. 
Melody sat back down. 
‘What I would like to know was why it has taken the professor this long to tell the truth,’ said the judge. ‘You stood here accused of murder when, in fact, we’ve just heard that you had saved the life you were accused of taking. Why would you not use this as your defence from the start?’ 
Maguire’s reply was spoken loudly enough for the courtroom to hear but it was directed at Melody. ‘You deserved life,’ he said. ‘You deserved everything you have achieved. The Echo Corporation is not what I would have done but it was what you wanted. You always had more business sense and ambition than me. I’m glad I helped you realise your dream.’ 
He turned back to address the judge. ‘If I had told the truth then this version would have been destroyed. Melody would have been killed a second time. I never wanted that. I still don’t want that.’ 
Even the judge was unable to reclaim the courtroom after this so he announced that the court was in recess while a verdict was reached. 
The only people not talking were Melody and Maguire, who were staring at each other in silent dismay. 
‘Well done, Eddie,’ said Scarlett. ‘I know it can’t have been easy.’ 
‘What happens now?’ I asked. ‘What happens to me now?’ 
‘The same thing that will happen to all of us. The timeline will be cleaned up. No more multiple versions of the world. Everything we have achieved and all of the mistakes we’ve made are going to be wiped away. A new originating point will be picked and procedures will be put into place to prevent this happening again. That’s the idea.’ 
‘But, how can that be possible if  … ’ 
‘Eddie,’ she interrupted. ‘The only thing you need to know is that the world is going back to square one.’ 
‘But won’t it all just happen again?’ 
‘Who knows? They think they’ve done all they can to ensure it doesn’t, but you just heard Maguire. The man who saved your mother, only to have her accuse him of murder, has no regrets.’  
‘Will I remember?’ I said. ‘All of this?’ 
‘None of us will,’ she replied.  
‘I don’t want to forget you.’ 
‘One day, you won’t have to,’ she replied. 

The Beginning 
It was the summer holidays and I was cycling around on my own, going nowhere in particular, when I first saw Lauren. It was one of those rare moments, among all those grey rainy days in the valley, when the sun shines and you realise how far you can see. The sky was endless blue, the valley was a hundred shades of green and there she was, running through a field of yellow sunflowers.  
So many colours, but not one that compared with her.  
She was waving her arms and running towards a police car that had just overtaken me. The female police officer smiled at me as she passed but she can’t have heard the girl shouting because she didn’t slow down and her car disappeared around the corner.  
I stopped my bike and stared at the girl. I suppose I must have felt invisible because I was surprised when she saw me.  
‘Hello? Excuse me. Can you help? I’m lost,’ she said.  
‘I  …  er  …   I was just cycling past,’ I said stupidly. ‘Where are you trying to get to?’ 
‘The cottage where I’m staying. We’ve just arrived. I’m here on holiday.’ 
She had short blond hair and green-blue eyes.  
‘You’re in one of the holiday cottages?’ I said. 
‘Yes, but I can’t remember what it’s called.’ 
I laughed.  
‘I know. It’s stupid. I think it had something to do with honey. There are roses in the garden.’ 
‘That narrows it down.’ 
Her smile was like nothing I had ever seen before.  
‘I’m Lauren,’ she said.  
‘Eddie,’ I replied. ‘I’ll help you find your cottage if you like.’ 
‘Thanks. I was beginning to worry that I’d be searching all night and end up getting eaten by wolves.’ 
‘Well, we haven’t found it yet  …  You still might,’ I replied. ‘Except we don’t have wolves here. It’s more likely you’ll get nibbled to death by sheep.’ 
We set off down the road. It was strange how easy she was to talk to but I didn’t question it. 
I stopped walking.  
‘What is it?’ she said. 
‘Shout something,’ I replied. 
‘Like what?’  
‘Anything.’ 
At the top of her voice, she shouted, ‘Anything!’ 
The word bounced off the hills and came back to us.  
‘Cool echo,’ she said. ‘It’s like there’s another me shouting back.’ 
‘There isn’t much to do around here. Talking to yourself is the best entertainment we’ve got.’ 
‘I like it,’ she said. ‘Are you on holiday here too?’ 
‘No, I live here.’ 
‘Wow.’  
Even though I normally hated life in the valley, today I understood what she meant. At that moment it looked like the most stunning place on earth.  
‘It’s not normally like this,’ I said. ‘This is a good day.’ 
‘Yes, it is,’ she replied. 
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