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The Button Under Her Ear
The button was exactly where Mila wanted to put her head. She turned the pillow over. Now it was on the other side, still under her ear.
She sat up and tugged at the pillowcase. One little white button stuck out from the row holding the opening shut. At home, their pillowcases had a flap you tucked underneath. This was one of Grandma's, and Grandma had just told her everything was ready.
Out on the landing, Mum was talking about a spare key. Mila heard it clink onto a saucer.
‘See you on Monday, then. Two o’clock at the old house?’
‘It’s on the calendar,’ said Grandma.
‘Ring if you need anything.’
‘Eva, there’s always something. Right now, I can’t find my colander.’
Mila swung her legs off the bed. The yellow carpet felt warmer than the tiles in Grandma’s old spare room. Here, you could sit on the windowsill without your feet dangling. Her bag fitted exactly between the bed and a little cupboard. She had liked the room when she first came in. She just didn’t know where anything was yet.
‘Bye, Mum!’ she called.
Mum appeared in the doorway again and looked at the pillow on Mila’s lap.
‘Going to bed already?’
‘I’m just trying something.’
‘Leave your grandma something to do.’ She kissed Mila’s head, next to the spot where the button had been. ‘Enjoy the puppet show. Send me a picture if that flower’s still alive.’
‘It’s made of paper.’
‘Paper flowers can die too. In your bag, for instance.’
Mila pushed the bag further under the bed with her foot. The flower had been on the fisherman’s boot for a whole week. Nothing could happen to it there.
Downstairs, the front door slammed. The sound travelled up the stairwell, much louder than Mila expected. At the old house, you used the back door. Grandma would hear your bike on the gravel and call out not to lean it against her herbs. Here, Mum had pressed a bell, and a little voice in the wall had told her the door was open.
Grandma came in carrying an empty washing basket.
‘What are you fiddling with?’
Mila pointed to the button.
‘Oh, that. Your mum used to have arguments with those too.’
‘Why have you still got them, then?’
‘Because there’s nothing wrong with the rest of the pillowcase.’ Grandma put the basket down. ‘There are others in the linen cupboard. Top shelf, on the left. Help yourself.’
She went out again. Mila heard one drawer open, then another. She left the pillowcase and went into the living room. On the little table were scissors, two elastic bands and a shallow box full of lids. No colander.
‘Where’s your worktable?’ she asked.
Grandma looked up from a kitchen cupboard. ‘Still at the old house.’
‘Is it coming here?’
‘That thing’s nearly as long as this kitchen.’
Mila studied the space between the fridge and the door. Perhaps if they took the little table away. They could stack the chairs. There was that empty corner by the window, too.
‘You could put it at an angle.’
‘Then I’d have to cook at an angle.’ Grandma shut the cupboard. ‘For now, this is where I eat. I’ll find somewhere else to work. Go and get your pillowcase, or we’ll be late.’
The linen cupboard in the hall stood half open. At least it still smelt the same: soap and wood, and beneath that the cool smell of sheets folded away for a long time. Mila pulled a stack of pillowcases towards her. The top one had flowers on it. Underneath was a white one edged with lace.
There was light behind the stack.
She stood still, holding the flowered pillowcase. Perhaps the cupboard had a little lamp inside. In the new kitchen, lights came on by themselves when you lifted the flap above the cooker.
Mila pushed the pillowcases aside. A bundle tied with blue ribbon lay behind them. A thin line shone between two folds. She held her ear close. No buzzing. No little fan. The bundle felt soft and slightly cool.
She gently pulled the bow undone.
The cloth unfolded over her wrists. It was about the size of a tea towel. At first it looked grey. Then Mila lifted it, and a pale light spread across her fingers. She could see every line on her hand, even the little crescent where she had pressed a pencil into her skin that afternoon.
She lowered the cloth. The light moved with it.
A cardboard label hung from the hem. Grandma had written on it in small, sloping letters.
Borrowed moonlight. Keep in one piece. Before morning, unfold outside with the shining side towards the sky.
Mila read it again. Then she turned the cloth over. The back was ordinary grey, like a dishcloth no one had used yet. She checked the edge for a wire leading to a plug.
Grandma appeared with one shoe in her hand.
‘Oh,’ she said. ‘There it is.’
‘What is this?’
‘It says on the label.’
‘I mean really.’
Grandma glanced towards the spare-room window. ‘Hold it up over there.’
Mila went into the room. Outside, the moon hung above the chimneys. In the glass, she could see her own face and the shining cloth beneath her chin. The threads leaned ever so slightly towards the window, like grass bending as a bicycle went past.
She moved it away from the window. The movement grew fainter.
‘How are you doing that?’
Grandma sat on the edge of the bed and put her shoe on. ‘I’m not doing anything. My mother could weave light. Enough to thread a needle by if the lamp stopped working. She made this.’
Mila examined the hem. No switches. No buttons. Just the label.
‘Where was it before?’
‘This evening? On the balcony. I let it borrow some moonlight. Then I fetched a clean pillowcase and put it in the cupboard for a moment.’
Grandma bent to put on her other shoe. Her long coat hung on the door. The room had grown so dark that its sleeves looked like arms.
‘Can I have it tonight?’ Mila asked.
‘Until bedtime. We’ll give the light back first. It all has to be gone before the sun comes up, or the cloth will never shine again.’
‘Could you make a new piece?’
‘I couldn’t.’
Mila stroked the edge. ‘What about cutting off a tiny corner? For beside my bed?’
Grandma shook her head. ‘A cut piece goes dark straight away. The weave has to stay whole.’
The radiator gave a loud click. Mila looked round. Another click, much softer. The coat hadn’t moved.
‘Take it to the show,’ said Grandma. ‘In your pocket. The label and ribbon too. Don’t leave them lying about.’
Mila folded the cloth carefully. The bundle fitted into her coat’s wide pocket. She left the flowered pillowcase on the bed for now and put her shoes on.
‘Mila?’
She stopped in the doorway.
Grandma was holding something above her head. The colander.
‘On top of the fridge,’ she said. ‘I’d never have thought of looking there.’
Mila felt through her coat to check the light was still there. Then she did up the zip.
Eight Socks
Aron was standing in the community hall’s corridor with his ear pressed to an empty tin. He rocked it slowly to and fro. Something rustled inside.
‘Rain,’ he said when he saw Mila.
‘It’s dry outside.’
He tilted the tin. A soft pattering grew louder and louder.
Mila listened. ‘Hail.’
‘I’ll do it more gently, then.’
He turned the tin so carefully that at first nothing happened. Then three drops tapped against the bottom. Mila leaned closer.
‘What’s in it?’
‘Rice. Tell the little ones that, and they’ll never hear rain again.’
Grandma hung her coat on a hook. Mila kept hers on. The corridor smelt of mandarins and warm air from the little hall. A notice on the door said the show started at half past seven. They had fifteen minutes.
‘My flower’s still on there, isn’t it?’ she asked.
Aron looked into the hall. ‘There are five.’
‘The one with three petals.’
‘Why only three?’
‘The scissors jammed. I told you last week.’
‘Then it’s still there. Ilyas hasn’t thrown anything away. Not even the old fish.’
Mila made her way between the chairs to the puppet theatre. Cushions lay on the floor in front of its low stage. A pair of socks poked out of a bag at one side. Both were orange, though not quite the same orange.
Behind the curtain, Mr Ilyas sat on a stool with the purple octopus on one hand. With the other, he was feeling about beneath his leg.
‘Don’t look down,’ he told the octopus.
The octopus looked anyway. One tentacle slid towards the floor.
‘I’ve lost my clothes peg,’ Ilyas told Mila. ‘And if I stand up, the whole ocean falls down.’
The blue tulle had caught on his trousers. Mila freed the edge and held it up so he could stand. Under his stool lay two pegs, a bit of string and half a mandarin peel.
‘Your flower’s round the back,’ he said. ‘Have a look.’
The boot stood on a wooden box. Paper flowers grew from its wide top on thin wire stems. Mila spotted her blue one straight away. Three petals and a long crease where she had mended it with sticky tape. A strand of green wool clung to the sole. Yesterday it must have been grass.
‘Who’s doing the storm?’ asked Ilyas.
Aron poked his head through the curtain beside Mila. ‘Me. Ordinary wind first, though. Otherwise the fisherman’s finished before he’s started.’
He rustled a newspaper. The octopus turned its head away.
‘Bit damp,’ Ilyas grumbled in a deeper voice.
Mila laughed. Up close, the tentacles looked floppy, and she could see the thumb Ilyas used to move the head. She still wanted to answer the octopus.
In the hall, people shuffled their chairs closer. Six children had each chosen a cushion. One little girl pulled hers over her feet. Grandma sat on a chair behind them with her bag on her lap.
Mila was about to sit beside her when Aron handed her the newspaper.
‘Hold this a moment. Don’t start the wind yet.’
He slid the rice tin under his chair. The small stage lamp above the puppet theatre cast a yellow streak across the sea. Ilyas peered round the curtain to check that everyone was sitting down.
The lamp flashed.
For a moment the blue cloth turned white. Then everything behind the curtain went dark.
Ilyas pressed the switch. Once. Again.
‘One moment,’ he told the audience. ‘The fisherman can’t see his fishing rod.’
Someone by the door switched on the ceiling lights. Now Mila could see everything. The two hands above the fisherman. The box beneath the flowery boot. A safety pin at the edge of the curtain. The sea looked like the piece of fabric it really was.
Ilyas looked up but left the lamp fitting alone. ‘We’ll need an electrician tomorrow. We’ll carry on with these lights.’
A father in the second row took a torch from his coat. ‘Shall I shine this on it?’
The white circle darted over the fisherman and settled on the octopus. Its head was dazzling; the rest nearly black. It looked as though someone had put an angry glove on a stick.
One of the little children shuffled backwards.
Mila handed Aron his newspaper. Through her coat pocket, she felt the bundle. Even in there, the cloth was cool against her fingers.
‘Grandma,’ she whispered.
Grandma bent towards her. Mila drew one corner out of her pocket. Light brushed the edge of Grandma’s bag.
‘Would this work?’
Grandma looked from the little sea to Ilyas. ‘If he doesn’t nail it to anything.’
‘What am I nailing?’ asked Ilyas.
Mila carried the cloth behind the curtain and held it open, shining side towards the tulle. A soft silver spot appeared on Aron’s nose.
He put his hand in front of it. The spot moved.
‘Where’s that coming from?’
‘Grandma.’
Grandma had joined them. ‘Borrowed for the evening. It has to stay in one piece. No drawing pins. No glue.’
Ilyas put his stapler down on the box at once, although nobody had said he was going to use it. Together, they looked for somewhere to hang the cloth. The first wooden strip was rough. Mila felt a splinter and put it aside. Ilyas fetched a smooth strip from the scenery box and laid it across two low supports. The whole cloth could hang over it, clear of the floor, without a single nail.
When the ceiling lights went off again, the sea began to glow.
Mila stood looking at it. Pale folds overlapped behind the tulle. As Ilyas moved along the edge, the light shifted with him. She knew there was a wooden floor behind it, yet she wanted to see how deep the water was.
‘That’s good,’ Aron said very quietly.
Mila sat beside Grandma, holding her empty coat pocket shut.
The fisherman’s head rose above the curtain. His painted eyes were slightly crooked. In the gentle light, he seemed worried about something.
Aron rustled the newspaper. The fisherman pulled up his collar. Then rain fell from the tin. Mila knew where the sound came from, but she watched the puppet’s hat all the same, to see whether it was getting wet.
The fishing rod bent. A boot rose out of the sea, flowers and all.
The octopus wanted to buy it.
‘I’ll give you eight socks,’ he growled.
The fisherman counted his tentacles. At seven, he lost count. The children shouted for him to start again.
‘You’ll have to take the flowers out,’ said the octopus, once they had finally finished counting.
Mila watched her blue flower bobbing about. Three petals were enough after all. She laughed so hard that Grandma glanced at her.
When the boot sank into the sea again, the children clapped. Aron gave the tin one last shake: the final drops of the storm. Ilyas made the fisherman and octopus take a bow together.
A boy at the front called out that the octopus had forgotten his socks. Ilyas brought it up above the curtain once more.
On its second bow, the metal loop on its head caught on something.
There was no tearing sound. Mila only heard the puppet tap softly against the wooden strip. As Ilyas lowered his hand, the cloth came with it. A small, dark hollow appeared in the silver.
‘Pass the scissors,’ he said.
Mila was already on her feet.
‘Don’t cut it!’
Back Through the Same Opening
Ilyas kept his hand inside the octopus. Its tentacles hung over the edge of the puppet theatre. One brushed Mila’s shoulder as she came behind the curtain.
‘It’s caught here,’ she said.
The loop on its head was made of thin metal. Ilyas used it to hang the puppet up when he wasn’t using it. Now it went right through a silver thread.
Grandma came to stand beside her.
‘Nobody move for a moment.’
Ilyas rested his arm on the wooden box. The ceiling lights came on in the hall. The dark hollow in the cloth stayed dark. Mila had hoped it was only the puppet’s shadow.
Aron put the newspaper in the scenery box. One of the children peered round the curtain.
‘Is it broken?’
‘We’re going to untangle it,’ said Grandma.
‘The octopus?’
‘That too.’
Ilyas asked Aron to clear the table in the side room. The child’s father called him back. Someone thanked them for the show. Ilyas answered in his ordinary voice, which sounded strange with the purple head still perched on his hand.
Mila held the cloth up while he carefully climbed out of the puppet theatre. Grandma took the other edge. Together, they went through the doorway. The fabric mustn’t catch on anything. Mila watched the door handle, the corner of the box, a little peg sticking out of the wall. She hadn’t noticed any of them on the way in.
Mandarin peel and a glass of water stood on the table. Aron moved everything to the windowsill and brushed away the crumbs. They laid the puppet on its side, the shining cloth beside it.
The tangle pulled a small hollow into the weave. When Mila moved her head, she could see beneath the outermost thread. There was another loop. And another.
‘It’s wound round three times,’ she said.
‘That last bow.’ Ilyas slipped his hand out of the puppet. ‘I felt it catch and carried on down. Tell me what you need me to hold.’
Grandma opened her bag. From a small needle case, she took a blunt darning needle. A red thread ran through its eye. She pulled it out and wound it round the case.
Mila took the needle.
‘You can have a look first,’ said Grandma.
‘I can see it.’
She slipped the point under the top loop. The thread was smoother than it looked. She tried to lift it over the metal, but as the needle rose, the loop slid back.
The hollow grew wider.
Mila held her hand still. The needle rested at an angle against the shining metal. Perhaps one more little push would do it.
‘Put it down a moment,’ said Grandma.
Mila did. A pale line of light lingered on her forefinger. When she turned her hand over, it vanished.
Out in the corridor, someone was stacking chairs on a trolley. Its wheels bumped over the threshold. Aron went to the door and slid a wooden wedge underneath so nobody could push it into the table.
‘Shall I move the tentacles?’ he asked.
‘The ones on this side.’ Mila pointed. ‘Then I can see in here.’
He folded the floppy arms beside the head. Without them, the octopus looked like a plum with eyes. Mila wanted to say so, but her throat felt too tight.
Grandma bent beside her.
‘The loop isn’t broken. It just hasn’t got any room.’
She showed Mila with her fingers: two side by side, then eased very gently apart. The table creaked as Ilyas shifted his elbow. Otherwise, everything was quiet.
Mila picked up the needle again. This time, she didn’t put it straight under the top thread. First she traced the thread with her eyes. Near the edge was a loose curve. There was a little slack she could use.
She eased it towards the hollow.
The top loop lifted slightly.
‘Keep it like that,’ she told Ilyas.
‘I’ve got it.’
The needle slipped underneath. Mila breathed out, raised the loop and waited for the thread to settle.
‘Can you turn its head a little? Towards me.’
Ilyas turned it. The metal moved a quarter turn. Now the thread lay alongside the metal loop instead of across it.
Mila pushed another millimetre.
The first thread came free.
Aron made a little noise, as though his rice tin had started raining. He stopped at once. Mila realised she was smiling.
For the second loop, the puppet had to turn back. This time she saw that before she put the needle in. She told Ilyas which way, and he did exactly as she asked. Outside, a bus went past. The window rattled softly in its frame.
One loop left.
Mila could see the loose thread, but the metal loop wouldn’t pass it. She held the needle underneath and peered through the tiny gap she had made.
‘It needs to go back,’ she said.
Ilyas looked at the octopus. ‘All of it?’
‘The metal loop. Through the opening it came through.’
Grandma slipped her hand under the cloth without lifting the threads. Ilyas tilted the puppet’s head. For a moment it looked worse: the purple fabric almost touched the hollow. Then the metal passed through the opening.
The octopus lay free on the table.
Mila put down the needle. Her fingers ached from gripping it. A little dent remained in the weave.
‘One more thing,’ said Grandma.
She pointed to the threads bunched close together. Mila spread them with the side of the needle. Slowly, light showed between them. A thin line at first, then the same soft glow as the rest of the cloth.
Ilyas put the octopus well out of its way. ‘From now on, that loop faces the wall.’
Grandma returned the darning needle to its case.
Aron came to stand beside Mila. ‘The sea looked good, though.’
She nodded. She would think about that later, once the cloth was safely put away.
Back at the flat, Grandma carried a clean tray onto the balcony. Mila spread the cloth over it, shining side towards the open sky.
‘Won’t it take in more light?’ she asked.
‘When you first spread the empty cloth out, it borrows light. I picked it up this evening with that light inside. The next time you unfold it completely outside, it gives the light back.’
‘What happens after that?’
‘It stays grey. It can borrow more tomorrow evening.’
Mila took her hands off the edges. They stood together by the balcony door. It took longer than she had expected. The outside threads faded first. A soft square of light remained in the middle, seeming to shrink and shrink.
Grandma went to fetch two glasses of water. By the time she returned, only a narrow strip near the hem was shining.
‘Could your mum make other things too?’ asked Mila.
Grandma looked at the cloth. ‘Yes. We’ve got some boxes to sort through tomorrow.’
The last line of light faded. Mila touched the grey fabric with the back of her finger. Soft and cool, as before, but now she could only see her hand by the light from the living room.
She folded the cloth, tied the blue ribbon round it and tucked the label beneath the bow. Grandma put it back behind the pillowcases.
In the spare room, Mila pulled the flowered pillowcase over her pillow. That had a button too, but she could push this one under the edge of the mattress. It would have to do for tonight.
What Wouldn’t Fit in the Box
On Saturday morning, a plate with two slices of bread and a screw stood on the little table. Mila looked at the screw.
‘That’s for the chair,’ said Grandma. ‘Not your breakfast.’
Mila sat on the other chair. Outside, someone wheeled a green bin along the pavement. From up here, it sounded like thunder. She had expected to find Grandma in the kitchen with her back to the back door and the kettle on the big table. Instead, Grandma sat opposite her, so close their plates almost touched.
‘Which boxes?’ she asked.
Grandma pushed her glasses up. ‘This one first. Then the long one.’
The first box held coasters, a kitchen timer and seven lids that didn’t fit yesterday’s shallow box. Mila lined them up. Arranged from largest to smallest, they looked as though there was one missing.
‘These must belong with the old table,’ she said.
‘The lids?’
‘The whole box. There’s always stuff in the drawer underneath.’
‘Exactly. That’s why I emptied it.’
Mila put the kitchen timer on the windowsill. The empty corner by the window would take one end of the worktable, she thought. If the other end stuck out in front of the kitchen door a bit, you could still squeeze past.
Grandma followed her gaze.
‘I want a table there where I can sit without banging my knee on a drawer.’
‘You never used to do that.’
‘You sat on the other side.’
Mila turned the smallest lid over. She had heard Grandma complain about her knee, but only when something fell on the floor. Usually, Mila picked it up herself after that.
They moved the chairs to reach the long packing box. Beside it stood something flat and wooden, wrapped in a blanket. Beneath the tape, someone had written FRAME.
‘Is that from the old shed?’ asked Mila.
Grandma pulled the blanket away. Two smooth rollers appeared, joined by wood. There was no glass. Standing upright, it was a little taller than Mila.
‘It belonged to my mother.’
Mila lowered the lid of the box. Inside lay a wide roll of grey cloth in a thin cotton cover, with cardboard caps on its ends. No light.
‘Another cloth like that one?’
‘A much bigger one.’ Grandma opened the cover a little. ‘Hold the roll here. Not the fabric.’
Together, they laid it across two chairs pushed close together. Mila could see the top layer. Ordinary coloured stitches ran across it: yellow, then green further along, and at the far end a red so dark it was almost brown. Beneath them, very fine threads gleamed when she looked from the side.
‘What is it?’
Grandma smoothed a crease out of the cover. ‘There are rooms in it. My mother made them when she was still working at the old house.’
Mila leaned closer. The yellow stitches made a corner, a little square and something that might be a door.
‘A floor plan?’
‘Not quite.’
Mila looked up. Grandma was studying the yellow line, her thumb against the edge of the roll. The way she had looked at the small cloth yesterday, before she knew what Mila had done with it.
‘Can we try it?’
‘We measure first.’
Grandma took a tape measure from the kitchen drawer. So she had found a place for that already. On an old envelope, she wrote two measurements. One metre eighty by two metres forty.
Mila opened the balcony door. She hooked the end of the tape over the threshold and walked towards the railing. A hundred and twenty centimetres. She looked at the envelope.
‘It’ll fit lengthways.’
‘And the other way?’
Mila looked at the space beyond the railing. A man with a shopping bag walked past a whole floor below.
‘No.’
‘Then we don’t let it borrow any light. We must be able to spread it completely flat to give it back. No folding it in half. No hanging it over that railing.’
Mila wound the tape back slowly. A narrow stripe of sunlight lay on the wall beside the balcony. She had wanted to see the light straight away.
Grandma rang Mr Ilyas. She listened, looked at the frame and said it wasn’t about the lamp. Then she handed Mila the envelope.
‘Coat on. We’ll go and have a look first.’
At the community hall, the puppet theatre’s curtain stood open. A note on the broken lamp said the electrician was coming on Monday. Ilyas was sweeping the floor. He leaned the broom against the wall as they came in.
‘No puppets this time,’ he said. ‘I did enough swimming yesterday.’
Grandma told him about the large cloth and showed him its measurements. Mila hoped he would ask to see it at once. Instead, he opened the door to the side room as wide as it would go.
‘We can get through here. Then out into the garden.’
They walked the route together. No narrow stairs. No doors that would only open a crack. Behind the hall was a walled garden, with a row of planters and a wide, straight path between them.
Mila held one end of the tape measure while Ilyas walked backwards until he had measured enough. They checked the envelope. The cloth would fit, with room all round it.
‘We can put a clean groundsheet here,’ said Grandma. ‘And there’s nothing overhead.’
Mila looked up. Just sky.
‘I’ll be here till ten tonight,’ said Ilyas. ‘You can use the side room. If you need longer, tell me before I’ve put the chairs on the tables.’
Grandma looked round the garden again. ‘Could we leave the frame here for now?’
‘There’s room in the storeroom. As long as you don’t bring another sea with you.’
Back at the flat, Mila’s job was to hold the doors open. Grandma and Ilyas carried the wooden frame between them, slowly down the stairs. The wide roll came next, still in its cover. Mila carried the bag with the envelope and tape measure. She kept having to hurry to reach each door ahead of them.
In the side room, they rolled the cover back a little. They never let the cloth touch the bare floor. Grandma showed her how its sides could rest loosely over the smooth rollers. In the middle, a narrow strip stood upright, about as wide as Mila’s bedroom door.
‘So the rest is still part of it,’ said Mila.
‘All of it. One piece.’
Mila pointed to the yellow stitches in the middle. ‘Is that your kitchen?’
Grandma nodded.
‘The real one?’
‘A long time ago.’
Mila stepped towards the cloth. It hung grey and still. Behind her, the cotton cover rustled as Ilyas put it on a shelf. She looked again at the yellow shape of a door. Nothing opened.
They would have to wait until evening.
A Room That Went No Further
When Mila returned that evening, the roll was exactly where they had left it. Ilyas had put a note beside it: NOT FOR SCENERY! He had added an exclamation mark.
‘Who’s that for?’ Mila asked.
‘Me,’ he said. ‘I was looking for something to use as a tablecloth this afternoon.’
Grandma straightened the cover. She checked the edges and ran her fingers along the frame. Then they carried the cloth outside. Ilyas had swept the path and spread out a clean groundsheet. Now the whole cloth lay open between the planters.
Up close, Mila could see just how big it was. The yellow stitches ran along one side, the green across the middle, the dark ones along the other side. She counted three closed shapes, each different from the others.
No light yet.
Grandma set the kitchen timer they had found that morning for twenty minutes. Mila sat on the low bench. The moon stood above the garden wall, paler than the street lamp that had just come on.
‘Does it matter about that lamp?’ she asked.
‘It won’t do anything.’
‘But how will I see when it starts?’
Grandma sat beside her. ‘You’ll see.’
Mila picked a bit of fluff off her sleeve. Ilyas went inside and came back with three empty cups on a tray. He filled them with tap water. They could drink on the bench, well away from the cloth.
At the end of the garden stood a plant with large leaves. One leaf shone. Mila looked back at the cloth. A pale line ran along its edge now, but unlike the shine on the leaf, it stayed where it was when she moved her head.
She put her cup down.
Slowly, the grey weave turned silver. The yellow stitches stayed yellow. They stood out from the surface more than she had thought they did that afternoon.
The timer rang so loudly that Ilyas almost dropped his cup.
‘Not so loud,’ he told it.
Grandma and Ilyas lifted the cloth. Mila took the empty cups to the separate table, then went ahead to open the doors. In the side room, they eased the cloth onto the rollers, with the yellow shape in the middle.
Grandma held two edges straight. No needle, no nails, no sticky tape.
The space between the wooden uprights grew deeper.
Mila stepped back.
A moment ago, she had been looking at silver threads. Now she looked past a table towards a door with six little panes. A pale line lay beneath it, exactly where the draught came in under Grandma’s old kitchen door.
She knew that table.
One corner had a dark mark, round with a narrow tail, where Grandma had once put a hot pan. Mila always sat on that side, because on the other side the drawer hit your stomach when you opened it.
‘Grandma.’
Grandma kept her hand on the wooden frame. ‘Have a look.’
Mila glanced sideways. The side room was still there. Ilyas’s bucket stood against the wall. The empty cover lay on the real table. Straight ahead was the kitchen.
She put her hand through the space inside the frame.
No fabric touched her fingers. Cool air brushed her wrist. She took one step, then another, and found herself in front of the old worktable.
Behind her, she could still see the opening to the side room. Ilyas held his cup in both hands. He always did that when a drink was hot, but it only held cold water.
Mila laid her hand on the tabletop. It gave a little, as though there were a thin cushion beneath the wood. The burn mark felt smooth.
She crouched to look in the drawer. No pencils. No elastic band with her name on it. A kitchen-roll holder she didn’t recognise hung on the wall, and by the door stood a three-legged stool.
‘That doesn’t belong here,’ she said.
Grandma stepped beside her. She only had to duck a little to come through the opening.
‘That was my mother’s. I gave it to your aunt later.’
‘When?’
‘Before you were born.’
Mila looked at the stool. In her head, Grandma’s old kitchen had only become empty when she moved out. Yet this table had once stood among things Mila had never seen.
Grandma ran her hand along a chair back. ‘My mother captured this room when she was alive. It took her all night. We weren’t allowed in. The door was open and we still had to knock.’
‘Where is she, then?’
Grandma looked at Mila.
‘I mean in this room.’
‘Nowhere. Only the empty room was kept.’
The window above the sink showed a patch of garden. A clothes peg hung crookedly on the line. It was strange that it never moved. Out in the real garden, Mila had just seen the big leaves turning.
She went to the back door and took the handle.
Her fingers closed round something cool. The door opened partway. Beyond it, the light grew thin, as though someone had rubbed out the room where a passage ought to begin.
‘There’s nothing further,’ said Grandma. ‘Stay by the table.’
Mila let go of the handle. When she stepped back, the door was shut again. She looked for a clock, but where Grandma’s clock belonged, there was only a pale square.
Ilyas held his real cup through the opening. ‘In case anyone gets thirsty in there. I don’t trust that tap.’
Mila took it. His hands had warmed it. She set it on the old table. The ordinary white plastic looked harsh against the soft outlines.
‘Can Aron and I do a play in here?’ she asked.
‘I want a proper look at it first,’ said Grandma.
‘But we could.’
Grandma sat on the chair, smoothed her skirt and got up almost at once.
‘That back was always uncomfortable.’
Mila picked up the cup and stepped into the side room. Nothing stopped her. Her coat, the cup, her shoes: everything came with her. She put the cup on the real table and went back in once more, just to touch the burn mark. Then she stepped out beside Ilyas again.
When Grandma took the cloth off the frame, the kitchen disappeared. The light stayed in the threads. Suddenly, Ilyas stood on the other side of an ordinary piece of fabric, his hand at the back of his head.
They carried the cloth into the garden again. This time, Mila could see what was happening without anyone pointing it out. The same outside edges darkened. Slowly, the glow retreated towards the middle. About fifteen minutes later, even the yellow stitches were just ordinary stitches on grey.
Ilyas helped Grandma wind the cloth onto the wide roll. The frame stayed in the side room. The large cloth, in its cover, went onto a shelf in the storeroom.
Outside, Mila put her hands in her coat pockets. The little cloth wasn’t there; it was in the cupboard back at the flat. But she could still picture the table exactly.
‘Aron can come tomorrow, can’t he?’ she asked.
Grandma pulled the door shut behind them. ‘Ask him if he wants to first.’
The Other Side of the Light
Aron did want to. He even had a tin with him when he rang Grandma’s bell on Sunday afternoon.
‘No more hail,’ Mila said from the doorway.
‘That only happened once.’
He had brought a little cardboard fish too. A clothes peg made its mouth open. They sat at the small table. Aron put the fish among the breadcrumbs and made it snap twice.
‘When the fisherman catches him, he shouldn’t want to stay straight away,’ he said. ‘He could ask where he’s going.’
Mila pushed the breadboard aside. ‘The kitchen.’
‘Yes, but the fish doesn’t know that.’
He made the cardboard head look at the kettle, then at the empty corner. Mila stood a coaster on its edge for a window. The fish’s whole head stuck up above it.
‘Too high,’ said Aron.
‘The kitchen window’s higher.’
‘This is what I mean.’ He turned the fish so it could look sideways through the opening. ‘You need room to do things.’
Grandma put two glasses of squash on the table. She lifted the coaster window to set one down.
‘We’re working,’ said Mila.
‘Then drink while you work.’ Grandma fetched a little flat bundle from the linen cupboard. No blue ribbon. ‘And you wanted to see this.’
It was a piece of cloth that looked like a pot holder. Mila checked the edge straight away. It had its own hem all the way round. Nothing had been cut off.
Aron held a hand above it. ‘Does that one work too?’
‘No,’ said Grandma. ‘Not any more.’
She put it down. The old grey weave looked much like the small cloth in the cupboard. Mila gently pinched a corner. It felt thicker.
‘My mother left it on a windowsill after using it. There was still light inside. She put a flowerpot in front of it and forgot it was there.’
‘So you couldn’t just put it away in a cupboard?’ Aron asked.
‘The light has to go back, wherever you hide the cloth. By the time she found it the next morning, it was too late.’
Mila held the sample towards the window.
‘Not even one thread?’
Grandma shook her head. She left it on the table while she topped up their glasses. Aron swam the fish round it. Mila moved the coaster out of its way so the tail wouldn’t catch.
‘Can we try the kitchen tonight, then?’ he asked.
‘One at a time,’ said Grandma. ‘And first, I need to know where you want to stand.’
Mila drew a square on the table with her finger. Aron moved the fish away.
‘You’re not putting me behind the window just to make sound effects, are you?’
‘You can come into the room.’
‘Then I want some lines of my own.’
They slid a piece of paper between the glasses. Mila drew a table. Aron added an arrow labelled FISH. He didn’t draw a fisherman. They still had to work him out.
Towards evening, Grandma took the small cloth from the cupboard. The label and blue ribbon went into a fabric bag. She put the old, useless sample back in its own flat wrapping.
‘We need to see whether this gives your fish enough light,’ she told Aron. ‘We’re not using the big one every time we want to try something small.’
At the community hall, Mila spread the empty little cloth on a table beside the window. The moon was above the garden wall. Aron held the fish behind the cloth, his finger on the peg. They waited.
The cloth stayed grey.
Mila leaned towards the glass. The moon was right there. She put her hand between the cloth and the window, then took it away. Nothing changed.
‘Ordinary light comes through windows,’ said Aron.
Grandma nodded and pointed outside. ‘But that’s where you borrow it.’
Mila checked the clock. They had waited long enough for the fish to give its speech three times. They didn’t carry the table outside. Grandma took the little cloth to the clean groundsheet on the garden path and spread it under the open sky for the first time that evening.
After a while, the edge began to glow. Mila crouched beside it, keeping her shoes clear of the groundsheet.
‘It’s working.’
‘Borrow it outside,’ said Grandma. ‘Then you can use it indoors.’
Aron held his fish against his chest and worked the peg. In the silver light, the cardboard looked smoother. Its eye was still just a black dot drawn in felt tip.
After twenty minutes, they lifted the charged cloth. Inside, Aron held the fish a little way in front of it while Mila held up the light. He tried part of his scene. She thought the fish ought to swim the wrong way first. Aron tried it, but its tail vanished from the light.
‘You’ll have to move over,’ he said.
She took two steps sideways. A long mouth appeared on the wall. The fish snapped at the edge of the real table.
Mila laughed and forgot how she was holding the cloth. She caught one corner before it slipped past her fingers.
‘It’ll never stay still like that,’ said Aron.
‘We can hang it over that smooth wooden strip later.’
He nodded. ‘And I need a proper place to stand. Otherwise I’ll disappear halfway through a line.’
Then they carried the little cloth outside again. Aron put the label and ribbon safely on the bench. Grandma folded one corner loosely inwards.
‘Watch here.’
The edges faded. The rest of the cloth slowly turned grey. Beneath the folded corner, though, a thin strip of light remained.
Mila pointed. ‘There’s still some there.’
‘That layer isn’t open to the sky.’
Mila unfolded the corner herself. The hidden strip now shone upwards, uncovered. After a while, it faded too. She checked beneath the edge once, but there was no last bit of light hiding there.
Aron picked up the grey cloth. ‘And it won’t light up again now?’
‘Tomorrow evening,’ said Grandma. ‘That’s this loan finished.’
Mila folded the little cloth. Aron wound the ribbon round it, too tightly at first. When she looked at him, he loosened it and tucked the label under the bow.
‘We could do a play in that kitchen,’ he said. ‘But I don’t want a fish that only says how lovely everything is.’
Mila put the bundle in the bag. The big frame was waiting for them in the side room.
‘It doesn’t have to,’ she said.
Three Rooms Don’t Make a House
Before they could spread the large cloth out, Aron swept the whole garden path. One wet leaf stuck to the broom. He tried to shake it off. It shifted a little and stayed there.
Mila picked it off by its stalk.
‘That works too,’ he said.
She dropped it into a planter. Then they helped lay the clean groundsheet flat. Grandma and Ilyas carried the big cloth outside. The three patterned sections lay side by side. There were still no clouds across the moon.
While they waited, Aron set his fish on the bench. He had wedged a scrap of paper between the two halves of the peg to hold its mouth open.
‘Waiting for his dinner,’ said Mila.
‘Asking for a better view.’
Aron turned it towards the wall. The wall said nothing. On their piece of paper, Mila drew three boxes for the rooms, side by side. That was much quicker than drawing the kitchen.
When the cloth held enough light, the adults lifted it again. They slid the yellow section into the middle of the frame. Grandma moved slowly. Mila watched the ordinary stitches shift, with the silver threads beneath. Then the old kitchen appeared.
Aron put one foot through the opening and snatched it back.
‘It’s cold.’
‘A bit,’ said Mila. ‘You get used to it.’
He put his foot inside again, leaving his other shoe on the real floor. He looked from his hands to the table, turned round and stepped back out.
The cardboard fish was still in his hand.
‘So that just comes with me.’
‘You do too,’ said Ilyas.
Aron shrugged, but stayed on the real side a moment longer. Then he walked all the way to the table. He laid the fish on it and pulled one of the borrowed chairs towards him.
‘This could go in front of the curtain.’
Grandma rested a hand on the frame. ‘Try it.’
Aron lifted the chair a little and walked backwards towards the opening. At the edge, the wood grew thin. Mila could see his trousers through it. He took another step and suddenly held nothing at all.
The chair stood in its old place in the kitchen.
Aron looked at his empty hands. ‘We’ll have to fetch our own chair, then.’
Mila took the cardboard fish from the table and brought it out. Its peg still worked exactly as before. She made it snap once beside Aron’s hand.
‘This comes out.’
He nodded, slowly this time.
Then everyone had to leave the kitchen. Grandma slid the cloth over the rollers. The table faded before the yellow line was quite out of the way. For a moment, Mila saw a chair leg with no chair. Then there were only silver threads.
The dark red stitches moved into the middle.
A room appeared with a narrow window and a long shelf along the wall. On it stood wooden spools, a vase with something dark inside and a sewing machine with a large round wheel. A tape measure hung beside the door. It was so straight that at first Mila thought it had been stuck down.
‘The sewing room,’ said Grandma.
‘Upstairs in the house?’
‘Next to the little bedroom. Later, we kept books in there.’
Mila knew that room, but not the shelf or the sewing machine. She thought the window ought to be much bigger. Perhaps it looked smaller because of the dark roll of fabric in front of it.
Aron ran a finger round the wheel. It turned a little way, then dropped back. There was no sewing-machine noise.
‘Can you sew with it?’ he asked.
‘They’re shapes made of light,’ said Grandma. ‘You won’t get any real thread out of it.’
Mila looked at the spot where her pile of comics used to go. Once, she had spent a whole afternoon reading there while Grandma worked downstairs. In this room, there was barely space for one chair.
‘Did your mum sit in here all day?’
‘Sometimes. Evenings too, sometimes.’ Grandma held the edge of the frame. ‘I used to bring her tea. She usually let it go cold.’
Mila looked at the empty space beside the machine. No cup. Nobody would ever come in and put one there.
Aron made a short clicking sound with his tongue.
‘Don’t copy that machine,’ said Grandma. ‘You could hear it from downstairs.’
He stopped. For a moment, Mila thought Grandma was cross. But she was only looking at the window, her mouth slightly crooked.
The green room was brighter.
The conservatory had windows on two sides and a wicker chair with a thick cushion. Three empty pots stood on a low windowsill. Beyond the glass hung a still curtain of raindrops. A large drop clung to a slender twig and never fell.
Aron put his rice tin on the real floor. He went into the room and tapped the glass made of light with his fingernail. There was no sound of rain. He came back, picked up the tin and tilted it very slowly.
Now Mila could hear the rain.
The cardboard fish peered round the chair back and opened its mouth.
‘I’d have liked to know about that sooner,’ said Aron in a voice higher than his own.
‘About what?’ asked Mila.
The fish turned towards the rainy window. ‘You keeping air in here that I can’t swim in.’
Ilyas sat on a real chair beside the opening. He gave one short laugh so he wouldn’t miss the next words.
Mila came closer. ‘Then the fisherman can come in and explain it’s a conservatory.’
Aron turned the fish towards her. ‘Perhaps the fisherman doesn’t know either.’
‘But it’s Grandma’s house.’
‘Not to the fish.’
Mila looked at Grandma. She was sitting in the wicker chair for a moment, her hands loose in her lap.
‘We used to sit here when the kitchen got too hot,’ she said. ‘My mother hardly ever had time.’
‘But you always sat at that big table,’ said Mila.
‘You and I did, often enough.’ Grandma stood up. ‘Everyone who lived in that house did different things.’
Ilyas checked his watch. There was time to take everything calmly out of the frame. By the time they spread the large cloth in the garden again, clouds had covered the moon.
Mila stood still, her fingers holding the groundsheet flat.
‘Will it work now?’
Grandma nodded. ‘You need to see the moon to borrow light. You can give it back like this. Watch.’
The silver glow weakened. There wasn’t a gap in the clouds or a patch of moonlight on the path. Still, the edges emptied, then the rest. Mila walked round the cloth once more, checking for folded corners.
Aron put their drawing of the rooms on the bench. ‘I want to do the rain.’
‘And the kitchen,’ said Mila.
‘That too,’ he said.
The large roll stayed in the community hall’s storeroom that evening. Back at the flat, Mila tied the blue ribbon neatly round the small cloth again and put it, with its label, behind the pillowcases. She slid the stack back in front.
On their drawing, Aron had put a fish beneath the conservatory. Mila added a table beneath the kitchen.
The Show They Didn’t Have Yet
On Monday morning, Aron was already in the hall when Mila and Grandma arrived. He was tapping his rice tin with the handle of a spoon. Now it sounded like someone knocking on a shut door.
‘I want to use that,’ he said.
Mila put their drawing on the table. ‘What for?’
‘The fisherman. He’s late.’
‘Can’t he just go through the door?’
Aron tapped again, leaving a pause between the second and third knocks. ‘If nobody opens it, he has to think of something else.’
Mila studied the three boxes on the paper. Yesterday, she had drawn a line between the kitchen and the conservatory. Someone ought to be able to walk through the house. Otherwise, they were just three separate pictures.
Ilyas carried in a pile of folders. Behind him came three members of the puppet group. The woman who sewed the curtains had a bag held open by a large spool of thread. The sound man adjusted his chair until all its feet sat evenly. The woman with the programme diary stayed standing until everyone had found a place.
‘Half an hour,’ she said. ‘Then I have to go.’
Ilyas put the folders down. ‘More time than a fisherman needs to be late.’
Aron put down the spoon.
Mila pushed their drawing further across the table. On Sunday, she and Aron had asked if they could put on something on Friday. Ilyas had said he wanted to know what first. Now there were actual people waiting for an answer.
‘A story in three rooms,’ she said.
The curtain woman pulled her bag closer. ‘What rooms?’
‘My grandma’s. From years ago. They’re in that cloth.’
She pointed towards the side room. From the table, you could see one wooden upright of the frame. The large cloth, empty and in its cover, lay on the storeroom shelf. Mila wished she could show it to them already, but it was morning. Without the light, there wouldn’t be much to see except a roll.
Grandma laid her hands on the table. ‘Three preserved rooms. From the old house. I’d like a small try-out first, just for you three. Then we’ll know how it works as a show, and how much explaining it needs.’
‘Tuesday evening?’ asked the sound man.
Ilyas checked the diary. ‘That works. We’ll be here anyway.’
Mila looked at Aron. A try-out wasn’t a proper show. She drew the paper back a little and put her finger on the kitchen.
‘You can actually stand in it,’ she said. ‘Then you go through here into the next room. It’ll be one house. The fisherman comes in and tries to find out where the fish wants to go.’
The curtain woman bent over the drawing. ‘Can the audience go inside too?’
Mila wanted to say yes. In her head, everyone was already gathered round the table with the burn mark.
‘We’ll do the acting first,’ she said. ‘But you’ll see everything.’
Aron tapped the conservatory. ‘That’s my bit. With the rainy window.’
‘A house, then,’ said the woman with the diary, putting pen to paper.
Grandma shook her head. ‘One room at a time. We’re not fastening anything together.’
The pen paused.
‘But we can keep going, can’t we?’ said Mila. ‘Without the fisherman stopping.’
‘With enough time to slide the cloth over carefully,’ said Grandma. ‘Like yesterday.’
‘We can do sound effects while it changes,’ said Aron. ‘The fish can wait outside.’
He picked up the tin and let three drops fall. The sound man looked up.
‘They won’t hear that at the back if everyone’s talking.’
Aron stood and crossed the hall. He set the tin on an empty chair and tilted it. From here, the sound was thinner.
The man stayed at the table. ‘A little more.’
Aron shook it. For a moment, it hailed again. He looked at Mila, but she was watching the diary.
‘There’s space after the children’s choir on Friday evening,’ said the woman. ‘Seven o’clock until seven thirty-five. Then the hall gets cleaned.’
‘We won’t need that long,’ Mila said at once.
Ilyas looked at her. ‘You don’t know how long a show takes until you’ve performed it. Let’s see what you have on Tuesday first.’
On a separate sheet, he wrote three lines. Who’s performing. What we need. What we’ll do without the special light.
Mila stared at the last one.
‘You wouldn’t be able to see the rooms.’
‘Exactly,’ said Ilyas. ‘What will you perform then?’
Aron came back with the tin. He put the fish on his hand and turned its mouth towards the blank paper.
‘He could still be looking for a door.’
The curtain woman moved her bag aside. ‘I’ve got an old sheet. You could paint a window on it. Choose some wood for the frame and I’ll help you find pieces that won’t leave splinters.’
Mila thought of the cool table that gave a little beneath her hand. You couldn’t sit on a sheet. But everyone else was already talking about measurements and materials.
‘Only if we really have to,’ she said.
‘We’ll rehearse both versions,’ said Ilyas, and wrote it down.
They went through the side room again. Mila moved a bag away from the garden door. Then they found a safer place for the roll, further from the scenery box and paints. They cleared the wide bottom shelf. On a piece of card, Grandma wrote that only she was to take the cloth out of its cover, with someone helping her.
Mila would keep the real floor in front of the frame clear and have the order of the rooms ready. Aron was in charge of sound and his own lines. Ilyas would look after the lighting and puppets. The other three group members would come on Tuesday, without an audience.
‘And don’t put things on the cloth,’ said Grandma as Mila went to rest the drawing on the roll.
Mila pulled it back. ‘I wasn’t going to.’
Grandma said nothing. Mila folded the drawing along the line between the rooms. Now the kitchen and conservatory lay against each other. It looked better straight away.
As they left the hall, the woman with the diary copied something from her notes. Mila could see three rooms and Friday. The word house had been crossed out, but you could still read it.
‘Mila?’ Grandma called from the corridor. ‘Lunch first. Your mum’s coming to the old house at two.’
Mila slipped the drawing into her coat pocket. The crease stayed exactly between the two rooms.
The Last Key
The back door stuck exactly as it always had. Mila pressed her shoulder against it while Grandma turned the key. Inside, the house smelt as though it had been holding its breath too long.
‘Don't push it with your shoulder,’ Eva said behind her. ‘Lift the handle a bit.’
That worked. Mila was rather disappointed. She'd thought the door still knew her.
Three moving boxes and a broom stood in the hall. Above them were pale rectangles where the pictures had been. Grandma put her shopping bag beside the stairs and checked her watch.
‘The handover's at three. Those boxes, the sewing box and a quick sweep. Then we're done.’
Mila went ahead into the kitchen. Without curtains, it was much brighter than the one in the cloth at the community hall. The table was still there, but the chairs had gone. A greasy little mark showed where Grandma's kitchen timer had been against the wall. Mila touched it. Just a mark. Yesterday she'd stepped through a window of light to get here; now she had to cross a doorstep someone had protected with cardboard.
She slid her hand under the edge of the table. There it was. A dried drop of glue, hard as a pebble.
‘From the lighthouse,’ she said.
Grandma set a bucket on the worktop. ‘Which lighthouse?’
‘The kitchen-roll one. That kept falling over.’
‘Oh, yes. With the revolving light we couldn't get to revolve.’
She smiled briefly and turned on the tap. The pipes thumped. Mila waited for her to say something else about the lighthouse, but Grandma was rinsing out a cloth.
‘Couldn't we take this table?’ Mila asked.
‘We've talked about that.’
‘If you put it away from the wall a bit. In the new room. Then you could get round it.’
Grandma squeezed the cloth over the bucket. ‘Then I couldn't open my cupboard.’
‘A different cupboard?’
‘Mila.’
Eva appeared with two empty carrier bags. ‘Can you take these? For the loose bits upstairs.’
Mila took them without looking at Mum. It was much too easy to decide a cupboard mattered more than this table. A cupboard didn't have glue under its edge from a lighthouse they'd made together.
Two curtain hooks lay on the upstairs landing. Mila put them in her trouser pocket. Perhaps there was another one. She looked behind every open door.
The sewing room was smaller than the room of light she'd seen on Sunday. Of course it wasn't really. But this room had no cool glow round its edges. There was only a wooden sewing box on the windowsill. Its lid opened in two wings; inside were a compartment full of buttons and a pair of steel scissors with a black handle.
Mila lifted it by the handle. Something rattled in the bottom.
‘Keep it level,’ Grandma said from the doorway. ‘That handle's mostly meant for when it's empty.’
They carried it downstairs together. Mila held the bottom and Grandma took the other end. Halfway down, Grandma had to stop and change her grip. Only half of one foot fitted on the stair.
‘See?’ she said when they reached the bottom. ‘I shan't miss that.’
Mila looked at the stairs. She used to slide down them on her bottom. They'd been just the right steepness for that.
In the kitchen she started to put the sewing box on the table, but Grandma pointed to a clean towel on the floor. The table belonged to the new people now. Mila set the box down and lifted the two wings a little. The top compartment swung outwards. An old bus ticket lay among the buttons.
‘Why've you kept that?’
Grandma looked. ‘No idea. Perhaps it had some thread wound round it.’
‘Can it go?’
‘The ticket can. Check there's nothing behind it.’
There wasn't. Mila put the ticket with the waste paper. Just to be sure, she checked again.
Eva was collecting the boxes in the hall. Grandma had written KITCHEN on one of them. Mila bent to get her hands under it.
‘That one's heavy,’ Eva said.
‘I can carry it.’
‘I'm sure you can. But I'm going that way too. Let's do it together.’
They carried the box to the car. In the boot, Mila pushed it beside the shopping bag. It seemed ridiculous that a whole kitchen could fit in one box. She looked through the back window at the house. Across the road, a man was locking his bicycle, just as he might on any other Monday.
When they came back, Grandma was standing by the table with a tape measure.
Mila stopped in the doorway. ‘Are you going to try after all?’
‘I'm measuring how deep the drawers are. For a new table.’
The yellow tape snapped back into its case. Grandma wrote a number on the back of an envelope.
‘Three of us can work at this one,’ Mila said.
‘And I have to bend my knee round that leg. My knee doesn't fold up as easily as yours any more.’ Grandma pointed towards the worktop. ‘Get the broom, will you? There are still some screws in that corner.’
Mila swept. A little cap came out from under the worktop, then a scrap of green paper. Perhaps a leaf from one of their flowers. She held it up between two fingers.
‘You can take that,’ Grandma said.
‘It's only a scrap.’
‘You're the one holding it.’
Mila put it in her pocket anyway, with the curtain hooks. Then she carried on sweeping.
At five to three, the bell rang. A woman with a folder came in, followed by a man and a little boy. The boy had a plastic lorry. While the adults went through the rooms, he drove it into the skirting board in the hall. Rrrrr. Bump. Rrrrr.
Mila looked at the clean kitchen. Soon there might be somebody else's homework on the table, or a newspaper with a coffee stain that wasn't Grandma's. The boy drove his lorry over the doorstep. Nobody stopped him.
By the back door, Grandma looked once more at the handle. ‘Lift it a little,’ she told the man. She showed him.
Then she put the key in his hand.
Mila had expected to hear something. A click, perhaps, or the clock suddenly ticking louder. But the clock had already gone. The key slipped between the man's fingers, and he said he'd get the door seen to.
They went out through the front door. Eva carried the sewing box; Grandma had the envelope with the measurements. Mila followed them with the broom. She'd forgotten to leave it in the hall.
‘That's ours,’ Grandma said, looking back. ‘Good job you brought it.’
In the car, the box with KITCHEN written on its side rested against Mila's knee. She held it steady so it wouldn't slide when they went round a corner.
‘Can we go to the kitchen again on Tuesday?’ she asked.
Eva glanced in the rear-view mirror. She knew about the rooms, but hadn't seen them yet.
‘At the community hall, you mean?’
Mila nodded.
‘We're trying it with our guests tomorrow evening,’ Grandma said. ‘First this box needs to go upstairs. Then I want a sandwich.’
Mila took the scrap of green paper out of her pocket and laid it on her open palm. She still didn't know whether it had come from their flower. She didn't want to ask Grandma. At the next corner, she closed her fingers round it.
The Front Row
Mila set three chairs in front of the wooden frame and sat in the middle one. From here, you could see past the edge of the puppet theatre and straight into the old kitchen. She moved the chair on the right a little to the left. Whoever sat there ought to see as much as everybody else.
Aron held a tin over her head and tipped something round inside it. It sounded like gravel sliding across the ceiling.
‘Can you hear what's different from Sunday?’ he asked.
‘Quieter?’
He tilted it again, more slowly. Now Mila heard gentle pattering. Without thinking, she looked towards the high windows of the hall.
Aron grinned. ‘Less rice. Before, it sounded like somebody tipping their teeth into a bucket.’
‘No tins over the guests' heads,’ said Ilyas, crossing the floor with a cable cover. ‘And let's not trip anybody up.’
He laid the cover over the work lamp's cable. The broken stage lamp stood to one side with a note for the technician; the appointment had been postponed. They had already charged the large cloth outside and brought it in on the smooth rollers. While Grandma lined the kitchen section up with the opening, Mila had fetched the chairs. Behind her, the table where she'd stood yesterday was glowing.
There was no drop of glue on that table. The room in the cloth was older than her lighthouse.
She took a folded sheet of paper from her pocket. At the top was the opening she'd written at home. She wouldn't need to keep checking it. That would make her sound more confident.
The woman who sewed the curtains arrived first, with a leek sticking out of her shopping bag. Sometimes she served squash at the shows too. Behind her came the sound man, straightening a poster on his way in, and the woman with the programme diary. All three had been there on Monday. Ilyas showed them the chairs and asked them to watch for ten minutes, then say what worked and what didn't.
‘We don't have to learn anything by heart?’ the man asked.
‘Just when to clap,’ said Aron.
Mila laughed a fraction too late. She stood beside the opening, just beyond the edge of the light.
‘This was my grandma's house,’ she began.
‘Kitchen,’ Grandma said.
‘Yes. This is the kitchen. You can actually go inside. Only don't touch everything.’
Grandma looked up. Mila noticed and quickly added, ‘The things made of light, I mean. You can't bring them out.’
She stepped through the opening. The kitchen rose around her. The glowing tabletop gave a little under her hand. On the old stool, which she'd never seen in the real house, was a fixed white stain with no smell at all.
‘Grandma was always making things here,’ Mila said. ‘And her mum too. You wouldn't ever have needed to give up this kitchen if you could keep it.’
A chair creaked in the hall.
‘Hang on,’ Grandma said.
Mila turned. Through the opening, she could see Grandma with her hands resting loosely in her lap.
‘That wasn't why I moved.’
‘No, but now you can still—’
‘Some days all I came in here to do was peel the potatoes. Then it was just a kitchen.’
The woman with the leek nodded. Mila looked at the borrowed back door. There hadn't been any potatoes in the opening she'd written. Grandma was supposed to have said something quite different. That she was glad the table still existed, perhaps.
‘You can try it yourselves,’ Mila told the guests.
The sound man put an arm through first, then a foot. He looked down at his shoe as though he expected it to have changed colour. Then he stepped right through. The two of them stood beside the table.
‘Can I bring my shopping bag?’ the woman asked.
‘It's real,’ Grandma said. ‘It stays yours.’
The woman came in, leek and all. She bent over the cold shape of the cooker, touched it and drew her hand back. ‘My mother would still manage to burn her pancakes on that.’
The other woman only wanted to watch. Mila hadn't expected that. She didn't budge, even when Mila told her nothing could happen.
‘I can see perfectly well from here,’ she said.
Ilyas asked the two visitors to come back so they could slide the next room into place. The woman brought her bag with her. Nothing caught. Mila let go of the table and stepped out last.
Aron was ready with his rain tin.
‘The sewing room first,’ Mila said.
‘We said we'd do the conservatory.’
‘That's afterwards. Otherwise the house doesn't make sense.’
‘It isn't a house,’ he said quietly. ‘It's three bits.’
Grandma kept the centre clear while Ilyas turned the roller. The kitchen slipped sideways. For a moment there was only a thin strip of light; then Lena's sewing room appeared in the opening. By this point, a child watching the show might already want the octopus back. Mila could tell from the way the man crossed his ankles.
She began talking about the windowsill and the lovely wood. Aron waited with the tin against his stomach. Only when she'd finished did they slide the cloth on to the conservatory.
At once, he made it rain.
Soft taps filled the hall. The woman who hadn't wanted to go inside sat up straighter. Aron brought the fisherman into view at the edge of the opening. The puppet peered at the motionless garden beyond the borrowed glass.
‘Just my luck,’ he grumbled. ‘All I wanted was a dry sandwich.’
The woman with the leek spluttered. Mila wanted to explain that you couldn't really go through the conservatory window, but Aron had already gone on. He made the fisherman cautiously reach out of the pretend window, then snatch his hand back as if it were soaking wet.
Then he looked at Mila. She didn't know what he wanted. Not until he tilted the tin again did she remember she was supposed to rustle the newspaper. She picked it up too late. The storm arrived when the fisherman was already on his way home.
Afterwards, the sound man said it was remarkable. Then he asked how long they meant to spend on each room.
‘Not very long,’ Mila said.
‘I liked the fisherman,’ said the woman with the diary. ‘But at first I thought you'd invited us to look at photographs of the move.’
Mila folded her sheet into quarters, exactly along its old creases.
Ilyas asked the guests to look at the painted scenery in the side room. They followed him out. Grandma stayed by the wooden frame to help Aron straighten the outer roller, which had shifted.
‘I didn't know you were going to say that,’ she said to Mila.
‘What?’
‘That I needn't have left.’
Mila looked at her folded paper. Fold it any smaller and it would turn into a hard lump in her pocket.
‘I meant it was nice there.’
‘I heard that. And I know it was.’ Grandma put her hand on the outer roller. ‘Give me a hand this side.’
Mila went over. Aron stood opposite her. His rain tin was on the floor, safely beside the wall. She hadn't said anything about his new rain yet.
‘My bit doesn't have to be squashed between two rooms,’ he said.
‘It was between them because we had to slide the cloth.’
‘That's not what I mean.’
She kept the cloth smooth while Grandma took its edge. Behind Aron stood the conservatory, still and bright, without rain or fisherman. Little patches of moonlight fell on the three empty chairs. Mila had lined them up so neatly. Now she wanted to put them away at once.
Leave That Thread Alone
‘If we don't have to slide it so far, it'll be quicker.’
Mila pointed to where the conservatory disappeared round the roller. A row of green stitches ran along it, close beside a yellow thread from the kitchen pattern. She'd seen both colours on Sunday, but then they'd just been pretty borders.
Aron let go of the outer roller. Grandma tightened the catch and made sure it was secure.
‘He wasn't talking about making it quicker,’ she said.
‘I know.’ Mila wasn't entirely sure she did. If one room led straight into the next, she wouldn't have to keep talking to fill the gap while Ilyas turned the roller. Her story and Aron's fisherman could get on with things at the same time.
‘A door,’ Aron said. ‘You shut a door and you're somewhere else. You can do it with a curtain too.’
‘But this makes it more real.’
Grandma came to stand beside them. She looked at the two colours and carefully smoothed the fabric.
‘My mother sometimes used a loose thread to make two pattern edges move together. For a change of scene. The thread mustn't pull on anything.’
Mila could already see how to do it. ‘Can we try?’
‘A little bit. Together. Then we take it out again.’
Ilyas came back from the side room. The guests had gone home; apparently the leek had nearly knocked over a painted palm tree. From the ordinary scenery box, he fetched two leftover lengths of blue cotton thread. They weren't silver weaving threads, or the ribbon from the small cloth. Grandma showed Mila the loose ends.
‘We aren't sewing anything in place with this.’
With the blunt darning needle, she pointed to an existing yellow loop. The needle went under the coloured thread, never into the silver weave. She slipped one end of the blue through. The other went through a green conservatory loop. A generous curve hung between them.
Ilyas held the roller. As he turned it very slowly, Grandma guided the cloth. The conservatory slid away. For a moment, a strip of kitchen table stood beside the edge of the conservatory window. Mila watched one colour follow the other. It worked.
‘We have to keep that slack,’ Grandma said. ‘Even if the cloth bulges a little.’
Mila put her fingers round the blue curve. It hung much too low. Someone might see it. She moved her thumb along and shortened the thread.
‘Like this?’
A narrow kink appeared in the cloth. The yellow line pulled sideways. A point between the threads went dark.
‘Let go,’ said Grandma.
Mila let go at once. The kink stayed.
Grandma stopped the roller. ‘Aron, keep away from there. Mila, look at your thumb. Which way did it move?’
Mila repeated the movement in the air. Left, and slightly underneath. Grandma slipped a hand beneath the cloth. Without pulling, Mila took the blue thread back the way it had come. The yellow loop lifted and the fold fell open. The dark point shrank until she couldn't find it at all.
Her fingers felt hot. All she'd wanted was to take a tiny bit of length out of the cloth.
‘I didn't even pull it tight.’
‘Tighter than the cloth could take,’ Grandma said. ‘Those ordinary stitches can drag each other along. The silver fabric gets caught between them.’
Ilyas asked whether the frame had shifted as well. They inspected the back together. Everything lay smooth again. Grandma drew the blue thread right out of the coloured loops and put it on the table beside the second, unused length.
‘That's enough for today. I'm not trying that in front of a hall full of children and hoping we'll spot it in time.’
‘Couldn't we just—’
‘No,’ said Ilyas. He didn't sound angry. He was simply still holding the roller, and Mila understood that he wasn't going to let go so she could try again.
They took the cloth out of the wooden frame. With no pattern held upright, the rooms faded. The silver background still glowed softly. Mila helped Grandma and Ilyas carry the large cloth to the garden. They checked its edges and opened out every layer. The moon was above the wall; spread on the clean protective sheet, the cloth looked like a very shallow pond.
Back inside, Grandma put the blunt needle on an ordinary piece of fabric Ilyas had found in the needlework basket. A red border was half-finished along it. While the light drained away outside, Mila could practise without ruining anything special.
She tried to undo a stitch. It wouldn't move. She held the fabric closer to the needle, but pulled from the wrong side.
‘You're closing the loop that way,’ Grandma said. ‘Look where the end comes from.’
On her second try, a little red curve slipped free. It was a small, satisfying feeling. She undid another stitch. Opposite her, Aron was drawing on the back of an old poster.
‘If it gets stuck there,’ Mila said, ‘couldn't you undo a yellow stitch like this?’
Grandma didn't take the practice fabric away. She turned it over so Mila could see the back.
‘You could. But each room pattern is a closed line. Open it, and when you return the light, the room it holds goes with it. For good.’
Red thread hung from Mila's needle. She held it still.
‘Even if you stitch it all back properly afterwards?’
‘Even then. My mother explained it when we worked with these cloths. Putting the stitches in isn't the same as capturing the room again.’ Grandma tapped the ordinary red border. ‘Here you can start again. This is only thread.’
Mila looked towards the garden door. Just beyond the threshold, she could see the cloth. The light had almost gone from one side.
‘What if you don't give it back?’
‘Then by morning the whole cloth's useless. You've seen that grey sample.’
Aron put his pencil down. ‘So you lose all three rooms.’
Grandma nodded.
Mila tried to put the red stitch back through its hole. It wouldn't go at first. The end of the thread had split. She dampened it with her fingertips and tried again.
‘Could you make the kitchen again later?’ she asked.
‘I can't weave a new room into the cloth. And it only looked like that when my mother worked there. Even yesterday it wasn't quite that kitchen.’
The back door was open. Outside, a leaf scraped along the path, past the fabric without landing on it. Mila thought of the boy's lorry and the real key in his father's hand.
Grandma slid a glass of water towards her, well away from the sewing. ‘Enough needles for one evening.’
Then they went outside to look. The entire large cloth was grey, right to its edges and over the places where it had briefly folded. They picked it up and took it to the storeroom on the broad roller. Only when Mila went to get her coat did she notice that Aron had turned his poster over.
He'd drawn an ordinary wooden window, with sunshine on one side and thick streaks of rain on the other.
‘I could stand behind that too,’ he said.
Mila looked at the enormous raindrops. They were like scattered commas. A good window for a puppet. But she could still feel that moment when the kitchen and conservatory had stood side by side, with no empty hall between them. She knew exactly how much space she'd been short of.
It Fits on Cardboard
A wide side had torn away from the empty moving box beside the cupboard. Mila pulled the large sheet of cardboard from beneath the other pieces and laid it flat on the table. Grandma put a hand round her breakfast bowl.
‘Not in my milk.’
Mila turned the cardboard over. Three little rooms fitted easily side by side. She drew two lines and put a table in the first space. The second got a window, the third a rain cloud.
‘Is that a spider?’ Grandma asked.
‘It's the conservatory.’
‘Those legs need to grow a bit, then.’
Mila lengthened the lines below the cloud. She wasn't as good at drawing as Aron. With his pictures, you knew what something was straight away, even when it was a puppet only half meant to look like a person.
Grandma put her bowl in the sink. ‘I'm going to the shops in a bit. Meet you at the hall at half past ten?’
Mila nodded. First she wanted to try something that couldn't damage any cloth.
She pushed her pencil through the cardboard to make a hole. Through it she threaded a piece of ordinary parcel string. Then she made another hole further along. As she stretched the string between them, the cardboard lifted. The three rooms bent towards each other.
That wasn't what she'd meant.
She pressed the cardboard flat and gave the string more slack. Now a loose length sagged over her drawn table. When she slid the cardboard sideways, the string didn't follow straight away.
Mila wound the loose end once round the other length of string. It sprang back. A second wrap held it better. She added a pencil mark. That was how far the string could move sideways without slipping straight back.
When Grandma returned for her forgotten shopping bag, Mila pushed the cardboard aside to look underneath. She hadn't done anything she wasn't allowed to do. Still, she was glad Grandma only picked up the bag.
At half past ten, Aron was already by the side door. Football boots hung from his rucksack, tied together by their laces. One kept kicking him in the leg.
‘Match this afternoon?’ Mila asked.
‘Training. We've got to get there early. Our keeper's got his wrist in plaster.’
‘Are you going in goal?’
‘Only if they'd rather not have a keeper at all.’
He leant against the wall to shorten the dangling laces. Mila laid her cardboard on the low wall beside him. Its corners curled up. She put her cup on it.
‘This is what happened yesterday. With the blue thread.’
Aron bent over it. ‘Where's the roller?’
Mila drew a circle on each side. She'd forgotten those.
‘And the bit that folded over?’
‘It doesn't have to fold here. Look.’
She pulled very gently on her string. The first space moved towards the second, but the cup held down the bottom edge of the cardboard. It curled again.
Aron lifted the cup. ‘This doesn't work either.’
‘It's only a test.’
‘Yes. That's why I'm telling you.’
She put the cup aside and slid the cardboard along the wall. The two wraps held the end in place. At the far side, the third little room hung slightly crooked.
‘If the thread doesn't slide back, you can put it exactly where you want,’ she said.
Aron took one of his shoelaces and tugged its bow. ‘An extra turn makes this stay put too. Until you want to undo it.’
‘This one comes undone easily.’
It did. On the dry cardboard, the second wrap fell loose at once. Mila threaded the string through the hole again.
Aron looked at the drawn kitchen. ‘I don't want the rain happening at the same time as your story.’
‘It doesn't have to. You can go first. Or afterwards.’
‘Yesterday I was waiting for you to decide you'd finished.’
The door opened. Ilyas was holding a long, flat box at an angle above his shoulder to keep it clear of the handle. Grandma followed with a bag of rolls and two little pots of paint.
‘Help from someone without football boots, please,’ said Ilyas. ‘This edge is still wet.’
Aron took the other end. It wasn't a box, Mila saw now, but a folded piece of scenery standing on its edge. A window had been cut out of the back. Her string trailed over the wall as she followed them in.
Inside, the large cloth was safely rolled up. Mila looked towards it. If she could put the cardboard beside the fabric now, she'd be able to check the distance much better. She didn't need to fasten anything. Only measure it.
Grandma put the bag of paint on the table. ‘The ordinary window first. Then we'll see how the three parts of the show fit together.’
‘Can I borrow the tape measure?’
Grandma passed it over. Mila measured the opening in the wooden frame, not the magical cloth. Then she tried to mark the same width on her cardboard. The cardboard ended too soon.
She turned it diagonally. Now she could just fit the mark beside her rain cloud.
‘You need to make it longer,’ Aron said. He'd put the scenery down and was looking over her shoulder.
‘For a proper template, yes.’
‘So this one's too short.’
‘This one's a drawing.’
He shrugged. ‘All right. But don't use it for the blue thread. You'll get that weird fold again.’
‘I know.’
Mila pushed the tape measure back to Grandma. She made two small pencil crosses on the cardboard where she thought the thread should go. She knew a diagonal measurement wasn't the same as a straight one. But if she could shift the drawing a bit, surely the two points wouldn't have to be further apart?
Aron had gone over to the other table. He was drawing thick lines of rain on a sheet of paper. Mila wanted to show him her idea for sliding things across, but he'd already picked up his tin and the newspaper.
‘Listen to this,’ he said to Ilyas. ‘No talking first.’
He rolled the tin gently and brushed the newspaper along the table edge. Mila could hear a shower coming. Perhaps the sound alone could make you feel you were indoors. She didn't say so. She wound the string round itself once more: one turn, then another. It stayed exactly beside the pencil cross.
Then she slipped the cardboard under her coat. At the end of the afternoon, she'd take it home. It was only her own drawing. Nobody had told her to throw it away.
A Painted Window
One coat of blue paint wasn't enough. Mila brushed over the corner of the cardboard window again. Part of a printed letter still showed through. The cardboard had once been a fridge box.
‘Keep putting more on and it'll bubble,’ Grandma said.
‘You can still see the writing.’
‘From this side. The audience will be on the other side.’
Mila walked round the table. Grandma was right. From there it was a blue window frame, a little crooked, as though a great wave had shoved against it. Actually, that was just right for the fisherman.
She held it in front of her. ‘Like this?’
Grandma peered over the edge. ‘I can only see the top of your head.’
Mila bent her knees. Now she couldn't see anything herself. She lowered the window and bumped a chair. Grandma caught it before it fell.
‘We'll need something underneath,’ she said. ‘You're not crouching for thirty-five minutes.’
‘The bit with this window's much shorter.’
‘Not for five minutes either.’
Aron had eaten a roll and left for the football pitch. His drawing lay on the table beside the rain tin he'd left behind. In the picture, the fisherman stood at a window with rain on one side and sunshine on the other. Mila had thought the sun was just there to look nice. Now she noticed a small, angry cloud peeping out from behind it.
Ilyas came in from the hall with two low wooden stands. He set them in front of the table and rested the cardboard window on them. Ordinary clamps would hold it in place. The clamps went at the back, well away from the large cloth on its broad roller against the opposite wall.
‘There,’ he said. ‘And we don't have to take the paint back to the shop tonight.’
Mila looked at her blue thumb. ‘I'd have to go with it.’
Grandma gave her a cloth to wipe the paint off.
In the hall, the stage lamp was working again. The technician had arrived that afternoon and laid his tools neatly on a mat. Mila had wanted to see inside the open casing, but he'd asked her to wait by the table. Now the casing was shut and Ilyas could use the switch again.
He turned off the ceiling lights and aimed the stage lamp at the painted window. Grandma stood beside the door. Mila slid an ordinary chair behind the window and sat down. If she raised her hand, the fisherman could look out just above the bottom edge.
Ilyas handed her the puppet.
‘What does he say?’ she asked.
‘Ask him.’
She made the fisherman turn towards the empty space beside her. ‘Where's the kitchen?’ she asked in her own voice.
‘No idea,’ Ilyas answered as the octopus. ‘But I've got a very nice house here.’
He lifted the boot with its paper flowers above the window. One flower quivered on its wire stem. The smallest still had only three petals.
‘That's a shoe,’ Mila said.
‘My corridors are short.’
Grandma laughed from the doorway. Mila made the fisherman bend forward to look inside. His nose tapped the boot.
‘Much too small,’ she said.
‘For you. Luckily, I fold up.’ Ilyas wriggled the octopus forwards, two tentacles first. The rest caught behind the paper leaves.
Mila held the boot while he freed the trailing tentacle. Automatically, she looked at the rolled-up cloth. Safely out of reach. Here, a tentacle could catch on a flower without anyone having to worry about morning.
Ilyas put the octopus beside him. ‘That's our change of scene. Off to somewhere else. Without five minutes explaining everything that used to be there first.’
Mila looked at the fisherman in her hand.
‘Mine won't be five minutes.’
‘Mine was. I had a captain telling everyone where the whole village had moved to. With a map.’ He pointed to a folded sheet on the chair. ‘Every harbour on it. I thought it was wonderful.’
‘Are you cutting that bit?’ Grandma asked.
‘It's sitting over there feeling sorry for itself.’
Mila picked up the map. There were so many blue arrows she didn't know where to start. One island was shaped like a sock. She felt sorry for Ilyas. She liked that he could laugh about it himself, too.
They practised the change. Mila lowered the boot behind the edge and Ilyas brought the octopus down. Grandma released both clamps and gave the painted window a half-turn. On the back was a yellow border with a low, red letterbox underneath. She fastened the clamps again. Another street, another house. The wooden stands stayed where they were. Nobody had to carry a big panel across the hall in the dark.
On that first turn, the paint was still sticky. Mila let go at once.
‘Careful for now,’ Grandma said. ‘It'll dry.’
They took a break. Ilyas put the lunchbox on the windowsill, away from the paint. Mila sat beside Grandma in the empty front row.
‘We can do this without using the cloth,’ Grandma said.
‘Yes.’
‘I like the red letterbox.’
Mila tugged a loose thread on her sleeve. At Grandma's new flat, the letterbox was downstairs by the front door. The real table wouldn't even turn into the hall beside it. None of that was a problem in the borrowed kitchen.
Aron came back late that afternoon with sand on his knees and an apple in his hand. His team had practised without a goalkeeper. He'd saved one ball, and then they'd asked him to play out on the pitch instead.
He went straight to the window. ‘It turns round!’
Mila got up to show him. The paint was dry enough now. She turned it to the yellow side, and Aron hurriedly put his apple on the table.
‘Wait. I've got an idea.’
He picked up the rain tin and made the fisherman shelter by the blue side. Mila turned the window. Aron stopped moving the tin and made the puppet look from one side to the other.
‘Oh,’ he grumbled. ‘My sandwich is still dry over here.’
The octopus wanted to know if he could dry his socks on the other side too. Instead of answering, Aron made the fisherman try to open the letterbox. It was glued shut. The fisherman stared at it, looking so offended that Grandma had to hold the paint cloth over her mouth as she laughed.
Mila laughed too. When Aron pointed at her, she rustled the newspaper for a short gust of wind. On time, this time.
They played the whole bit again, with the boot before it and the flowers afterwards. Nobody had to wait for a room to be ready. At the end, Ilyas pointed to the stands. They could do exactly that on Friday. And if they did use the real rooms, this version would be ready anyway.
Mila helped pack the puppets neatly into the case. Her cardboard template stuck out from under her coat. She pushed it back beneath a sleeve.
The painted window had turned out well. The colours had dried nicely. Yet as she left, she looked once more at the broad roller against the wall. The real kitchen was there, all of it held in a piece of cloth. They only needed to show it the right way.
One More Connection
On Thursday evening, the painted window stood with its blue side facing the wall. The red letterbox faced the hall. Mila had managed to make it open a little, so the fisherman could actually put something inside later.
Later, if they needed that version.
She put the cardboard template behind the worktable. Grandma and Ilyas came in from the garden, carefully carrying the large cloth on its broad roller. It was charged. The moon above the garden wall had lent it enough light; now the light needed to stay in the fabric until they'd finished.
Mila helped guide the clean edge as Ilyas and Grandma fitted the cloth into the wooden frame again. The kitchen appeared. Everything was in its usual place. The back door, the cold table, the old stool. She hadn't seen it for almost two days.
‘No full show tonight,’ Ilyas said. ‘Dress rehearsal. We're trying the joins between scenes. We start at half past seven.’
Grandma went to the chairs at the front of the hall. Ilyas still had something to set up in the entrance hall. Aron unpacked his sound-effects box. He'd brought sandpaper for footsteps, but it sounded as if the fisherman never lifted his feet. Mila heard him trying to find a different surface.
All she had to do was leave the cloth as it was. Grandma hadn't even needed to tell her. Mila knew.
The two blue lengths from Tuesday lay on the worktable, loosely wound round a card. Mila picked one up. She held it against her template, beside the two crosses she'd made darker at home.
The first end went under an existing yellow loop. Not through the silver. She did that part right. She could picture the blunt darning needle, but her fingers could find the gap too. The blue end came out at the back.
Aron scraped the sandpaper again.
‘Too loud?’ he asked.
‘A bit,’ Mila said.
She waited until he turned away again. She passed the other end through the green loops opposite the edge of the kitchen pattern. On Tuesday, a wide curve had hung between them. With the cardboard in between, she could keep the distance the same every time. She laid the thread along the diagonal pencil mark and took the template away.
The blue slipped straight back.
One turn round, like the parcel string. Then another. The two extra wraps pressed against each other. It stayed put.
Mila carefully let go. A ridge smaller than her little finger rose in the cloth. She slipped her fingers behind it and gave the fabric some slack. The ridge flattened. This wasn't Tuesday's dark point. Not yet.
Then Grandma came back.
Mila slid the loose cardboard behind her leg. She could have said she'd changed something. She could have undone the two wraps again. But Grandma went to the other side of the frame, where the sewing room rested on its roller.
‘Have you got your opening ready?’ she asked.
‘Yes.’
The sheet was in Mila's pocket. She'd crossed out the sentence about not needing to move. Instead, she'd written that the three rooms belonged together.
Ilyas came in and checked the clock. Half past seven.
For the first part, they put an ordinary chair in the borrowed kitchen. Grandma brought her wooden sewing box. In the little scene, she would search for a button while the fisherman waited by the window for his new coat. The box stood on the chair. Mila liked the way it looked there. Almost as though that chair had always been there.
The puppet case lay open outside the frame. Ilyas took out the octopus. The boot and flowers were tucked into a separate corner at the bottom. Then he put the case inside beside the chair, ready for the next scene. That way, he could get the fisherman without having to walk round the whole frame.
Mila began. No three visitors this time; just Aron and Ilyas, with Grandma waiting for her cue.
‘Some rooms you recognise even when there's nobody in them.’
That sounded good. She could carry on without checking her sheet. Grandma picked up the sewing box. Next the kitchen had to disappear and the conservatory come in, ready for Aron's rain. Ilyas put his hand on the roller.
‘Wait,’ Mila said. ‘Not quite so far.’
He turned it a little. The kitchen table moved sideways. Half the conservatory appeared beside it.
Relief warmed Mila all over. It hadn't been that quick on Tuesday.
‘A bit more,’ she said.
The blue thread slid along the yellow border. One of the extra wraps pulled underneath the other. Mila saw it, but it happened too fast to point out. The cloth folded. Then it folded again, the other way.
‘Stop.’
Ilyas held the roller still.
The room was wrong. The stool seemed to stick through a windowsill. Behind part of the kitchen door, Mila could see Lena's sewing room where the conservatory ought to have been. She moved her head sideways. It made no more sense.
‘Mila,’ Grandma said. ‘Have you touched anything?’
She said nothing. The fold drew further in, until a hand's width of cloth was doubled back behind itself. Where the silver vanished, a dark hollow appeared.
Aron's rain tin fell silent. He hadn't even started playing; she'd heard it rattle as he picked it up.
Grandma was still inside, holding the sewing box. Ilyas stood by the outside of the frame. Mila wanted to warn Grandma not to bump into anything. Then Grandma turned and stepped straight back on to the hall floor.
‘Everyone away from the frame,’ she said. ‘Don't pull any threads.’
Mila stepped back. Her shoe caught the cardboard she'd slid under the table. Its edge flicked against her ankle. Now everyone could see the blue thread, stretched tight between two points where it should have hung loose.
Ilyas switched on the ceiling lights. Their yellow glow made the three rooms look paler. The edges still overlapped.
‘I'm not moving it any further,’ he said.
Mila nodded. The sheet with her crossed-out opening crackled in her pocket. She kept her hands beside it, where everyone could see them.
The Box on the Real Table
Suddenly the sewing box was on the ordinary table. Mila hadn't seen Grandma carry it over. Its two wooden wings were still shut. Not a single button had fallen out.
‘Aron, the case,’ Ilyas said. ‘I'll get the chair. Stay here, Mila.’
Aron walked through the wide opening, bent down and took the puppet case by its handle. He came straight back with it. The boot stuck out a little, a large paper leaf hanging over the edge. Nothing tugged at his hands or the case. He set it under the table and gently tucked the three-petalled flower inside.
Ilyas carried the ordinary chair out after him. He put the octopus, which he was still holding, back in the case. Now there wasn't a person or a real object left in the borrowed rooms. Only the shapes made of light still overlapped.
‘Right,’ he said. ‘We can get at everything.’
Mila looked at the two folds. From a little way back, she could see that they made one flattened zigzag. The top edge of the kitchen ran halfway underneath it. The conservatory lay over the top. It was as though someone had squeezed part of the frame narrower by hand.
She'd made it narrower.
Grandma brought a work lamp closer, its base on the floor and its cable along the wall. Then she examined the back. She didn't put her fingers between the taut threads. First she asked Ilyas to hold the outer roller and ease one side a little. The wooden frame stayed supported; the cloth couldn't suddenly fall.
The rooms faded. First the kitchen disappeared; then there was half a conservatory, and finally only a pale glow on fabric. The dark hollow stayed in the Z-shaped fold.
‘So that wasn't it,’ Aron said.
‘The image is off,’ Grandma said. ‘That fold is actual cloth.’
Mila knew the ordinary hall. The scratches on the floor, the chipped white mark on a chair leg. Even so, it took her a moment to stop looking for a door behind the light.
Grandma examined the blue connection. ‘This comes out first.’
Mila stepped forward.
‘Tell me which way,’ Ilyas said to Grandma. ‘I'll hold it still.’
With the blunt needle, Grandma picked up a free blue end. She didn't open any coloured pattern stitches. She only loosened the blue where it wrapped round itself.
‘Twice here,’ she said. ‘I didn't do that.’
Beside her, Mila could hear Aron breathing.
Grandma worked the first extra wrap backwards. It took less time than Mila had feared, but standing there waiting wasn't helping anyone. As the second wrap came loose, the thread snagged on a bit of fluff. Grandma stopped, lifted the fluff with her needle and eased the blue end further through.
Mila knew exactly where she'd threaded that end. She stared at the spot and said nothing.
The thread came back through the first green loop. A long blue curve now hung from the cloth. Grandma rested it on her hand, found the next opening and passed the end through. The outer edge relaxed a fraction.
Aron looked at Mila. She wanted to speak, but Grandma was already sliding the needle under the last yellow loop. It seemed there was only one more thing to do.
The blue was out.
Grandma laid the whole length on the worktable. She ran a fingertip along it until the second end lay free. None of it was left in the cloth. The unused blue length was still on the card. Both were in sight: one thread in an untidy curve, the other neatly wound.
Mila looked straight at the light.
The fold didn't open.
Nobody moved. A door slammed in the entrance hall. Someone called goodbye to Ilyas, who called back that he'd be there a little longer.
‘Can't we just hold it wide?’ Mila asked.
Grandma shook her head. ‘Look.’
She slid her flat hand beneath the fabric without pulling its edges. A yellow loop disappeared between two green curves. Behind them, the cloth doubled back the other way. As Grandma moved her hand, the dark hollow moved with it, but didn't get any smaller.
‘They're still holding each other.’
Ilyas bent closer, keeping a hand by the frame's support. ‘Can we put it down somewhere? We'd see the back better.’
‘Yes. First I want to know exactly how it's twisted.’
Aron had already gone to the sewing box to clear space on the table. Grandma asked him to wait. First they had to find the right direction, so they wouldn't tighten anything by accident as they took the cloth out. It was secure where it was; there was no need to move everything at once.
‘Where did it start?’ she asked Mila.
Mila looked at the yellow line. Half the cardboard was under her shoe. She drew her foot back.
‘When it slid across.’
‘I saw that. What was there just before?’
‘It went sideways a bit.’
Grandma waited. Mila could hear herself breathing too loudly. The sewing box stood on the table. It had left the house without any trouble on Monday. Today Grandma had carried it out just as easily. Mila wanted the large cloth to come too, just like that, without anybody needing to know what she'd done with the thread.
‘It shifted,’ she said.
Aron bent down. He caught the corner of the cardboard sticking out from under the table. The rain cloud with the much-too-long legs turned towards the ceiling.
‘This was here,’ he said.
Mila took it from him. Not roughly, but faster than she'd meant to. He stepped back.
Grandma looked at the two pencil crosses, then back at the fabric.
‘All right,’ she said slowly. ‘Then we aren't turning anything yet.’
She laid the needle on a clean cloth beside the blue thread. Ilyas brought her a chair. The frame stayed still, the large cloth kept glowing, and Mila gripped her cardboard so tightly that she made a fresh crease in it.
What Mila Had Fastened
Grandma set her chair at an angle beside the frame. Now she could see the front and a little of the back at the same time. Mila stood between her and the worktable, holding the template against her stomach.
Ilyas checked his watch. ‘Half past eight. We've got time. I'll get another lamp first.’
He went to the cupboard by the side door. Aron slid the rain tin on to the bottom shelf. He made no sound with it.
Grandma pointed to the yellow thread disappearing behind the green border. ‘You said it moved sideways when the cloth slid across. In that case, I'd expect the way back to be here.’
She traced part of the fold with a finger, without touching the tight spot. Mila could see where she was going. That was where the first blue loop had been. Not where Mila had crossed the thread along the template afterwards.
‘We can turn the roller back a little,’ Grandma said. ‘You keep the edge slack. Then all Ilyas has to do is—’
‘Wait.’
It came out so quietly that Grandma kept looking.
Mila put the template on the chair beside her. ‘No. Wait. I did it differently.’
Grandma took her hand away. She hadn't moved anything yet.
Aron didn't look up from the cupboard.
‘What did you do differently?’ Grandma asked.
Mila laid her cardboard flat. The new crease ran right across the kitchen table she'd drawn. She smoothed it. It didn't help much.
‘This is the kitchen. That's the yellow loop. And the green's the conservatory.’
She pointed at the holes. She wanted them to understand at once, but the cardboard only made sense to her. The circles for the rollers were crooked, and beside the sun she'd drawn an arrow pointing the wrong way.
‘Get a pencil,’ Grandma said.
Mila searched her coat pocket. The sheet with her opening fell out. She put it on the table with the crossed-out side down.
‘I took the blue along here.’ She drew its route again, over an old line. ‘Without a big loose curve. Closer.’
‘On the large cloth?’
Mila nodded.
Now Aron turned.
‘Tonight?’
She nodded again.
He didn't come to the table. He stayed by the cupboard, one hand on its door. ‘You said you were only drawing something.’
‘On Wednesday it was only a drawing.’
As soon as she said it, she wanted to take it back. It sounded as though that made anything better.
‘I did it today,’ she said. ‘Before we started. When you were trying the footsteps.’
Aron shut the cupboard door. He didn't pull it hard, but the catch clicked loudly. Ilyas returned with a small reading lamp. He set it on the empty corner of the table before looking at Grandma.
‘We aren't changing anything yet,’ she said. ‘Mila's showing us the connection.’
Mila laid the loose blue thread beside the cardboard. She could show them what she'd done with it, only not in the real cloth. She asked if she could. Grandma moved the ordinary red practice embroidery out of the way and nodded.
Through the first hole in the cardboard, underneath and across. Mila took the blue thread over the drawn conservatory. On the cloth, she hadn't left the end at this point; she'd passed it round the green loops so it came out at the back. She turned the cardboard over and carried on drawing there.
‘It crosses here. You couldn't see it from the front.’
Grandma leant forward a little. ‘And then?’
‘Then it slipped back. That's why I put two extra wraps round it.’
She made the two wraps in the loose thread. This time she didn't pull them tight. Ilyas crouched to see the back of the template too.
‘Those two extra turns were in the cloth?’
‘Round the blue. But the other loops were behind it. The yellow ones. So when it moved, they came with it.’
She looked at Grandma. She wasn't completely sure about that last part. She'd only seen it happen. Grandma looked from the drawing to the actual fold and asked where the free end had gone. Mila pointed out the route without touching the fabric.
‘From here to there. Then back to the front.’
‘Then we don't start where I thought,’ Grandma said.
She moved her chair a little further from the frame. Mila lowered the cardboard. The blue thread slipped out of a hole and lay on the table.
Aron was beside the sewing box now. ‘Why didn't you tell me when I asked how the footsteps sounded?’
Mila looked at the pencil point. A bit of blue fluff clung to it.
‘Because I wanted to make it work first.’
‘You didn't have to.’
‘I thought then the three rooms would—’
‘We had a show yesterday, didn't we?’
Mila looked at the red letterbox on the painted window. She'd opened that flap herself. It hadn't gone wrong. She'd enjoyed it too.
‘I know,’ she said.
Aron picked up the template, looked at the two crosses and put it down again. ‘You fastened my conservatory in there too.’
Mila couldn't say it was Grandma's conservatory. She could hear how that would sound.
‘Yes.’
Grandma asked Ilyas to point the reading lamp at the back. Then she asked Mila to hold the pencil line beside the fold, a little way off, so she could follow both together. There was no need to press the cardboard against anything.
Holding her arm still was difficult. Mila wanted to lower it for a moment, but Grandma was still looking.
‘Tell me if you're tired,’ she said. ‘I'll take the paper.’
‘I'm all right.’
‘Just here for a moment, then.’
Together, they followed the first detour. The yellow line didn't only run behind the conservatory; it came forwards again too. Mila could see where a bit of fabric between them had folded backwards. From this angle they couldn't see any further.
‘We need the whole thing on the table,’ Grandma said. ‘Without pulling here. We need to look at the connection with nothing moving.’
Ilyas nodded. ‘I'll ring Eva. If this takes a while, we could do with some extra hands.’
Mila wanted to ask if she had to stop and go home. But on the phone, Ilyas only asked whether Eva could come to the community hall. He told her everyone was safe, that something had got caught in the fabric and they wanted to take their time working out how to free it. Then he handed Grandma the phone.
Aron collected the pencils from the big table. He put them in the cup by the window and moved the ordinary sewing box to another table. Mila reached for the other end.
‘I've got it,’ he said.
She let go. He lifted it with both hands underneath, the way Grandma liked.
After the call, Grandma went back to the front of the frame. ‘Now we know enough to take it out safely. First we clear that table completely.’
The blue threads lay on the cardboard. Mila put her pencil beside them. Neither length was still in the fabric; the coloured loops were holding each other fast. The cloth hung still between the rollers. A narrow edge of light shone inside the fold.
She slid the sheet with her crossed-out opening under the template. This time she didn't keep the drawing to herself. She left it where Grandma could see it.
The Other Side
Mila put the cardboard template on a chair. Her pencil marks were still there. It looked smaller than it had when she was holding it between the cloth and the roller.
Aron nudged the chair aside with his foot to get past her to the table.
‘Don't throw it away,’ she said.
‘I'm not.’
He laid the template beside the loose blue threads and went round to the other side. Mila tucked her hands inside her sleeves. She had told them what she'd done. The fold was still there.
Grandma studied the wooden frame. Through its opening, Mila could see the ordinary back wall of the hall. All three rooms had vanished. The cloth itself still held a pale glow, brightest round the thick fold.
‘We'll take it right off,’ Grandma said. ‘I'll be able to reach the back properly on the table.’
Mila looked at the top edge. ‘Can we, with that lump in it?’
Grandma ran a finger along a clear stretch of the side, well away from the hollow. ‘This edge isn't caught on anything. We can carry it.’
Ilyas pulled the puppet case out from under the worktable. He shut the lid and put it beside the cupboard, out of their way.
‘That's finished for today.’
He and Grandma spread a clean, smooth protective sheet over the broad worktable. The wooden sewing box went into the cupboard beside it. Mila took the drinking glasses off the corner and moved them to another table. One had left a wet ring. She wiped it up, although the cloth wouldn't touch that spot.
‘Can you stand there?’ Grandma asked, pointing to the clear part of the table. ‘Tell us if an edge starts slipping. Don't catch hold of the fold yourself.’
Mila nodded.
Ilyas steadied one of the outer rollers while Grandma lifted the cloth away from it. On the other side they had to pause. An ordinary loop went round a support, exactly where it was meant to hold up the outer edge. Grandma undid it. The silver weave sagged in a broad curve between their hands.
Mila walked alongside them as they lowered it onto the table. The dark hollow stayed in the same place. By the time they had laid out the whole cloth, the frame was empty.
Ilyas put the rollers beside it, then moved the wooden frame against the wall where it couldn't topple over.
‘There. My arms can have a change of job.’
He shook out his hands. Grandma pulled up a chair and sat down. Only then did Mila realise how often she'd been shifting her weight back onto her heels during the last few minutes.
The front of the cloth cast a cool glow onto the protective sheet underneath. Its back looked mostly ordinary: grey fabric, coloured threads, a few thicker stitches. Only at the fold was everything piled on top of everything else.
Aron slid the cardboard template closer. ‘Does this go this way round?’
Mila held her hand above it. ‘The other way. That dot was at the top.’
He turned it without a word.
Grandma picked up her glasses. ‘Show me where you started.’
Mila pointed. She no longer had to hold a thread in place to explain it. The blue link was gone. Yet two yellow stitches crossed a patch that used to have only green ones.
‘I went behind here. Then I wanted it to stay up.’
She could feel Aron watching, but kept her eyes on the cloth. Grandma traced the route with the blunt darning needle. Where the weave lay clear, its tip skimmed the protective sheet. She hadn't put it through anything yet.
‘We can put that outer one back,’ she said.
Mila drew her chair in. Grandma showed her a loose yellow loop beside the pinched edge. It lay doubled over a green stitch. She eased a little space into it and held it open.
‘There. Now.’
Mila helped with the blunt end of the needle. It needed only the smallest movement. The yellow loop dropped back into its old place. One side of the cloth relaxed.
‘It's getting smaller,’ Aron said.
Mila leaned closer. The top layer lay a little flatter now. Underneath it, though, a second fold doubled back. From the side she could see three edges, one above another, like a badly folded letter.
She reached for the next loop. Grandma set a hand on the table beside her wrist.
‘Wait. This one's different.’
Mila stopped. She hadn't put any pressure on the needle. It was easy to draw it out, so she did.
Ilyas came in from the main hall with his phone. He'd spoken to Eva. She was on her way. He put a plate of sandwiches on the other table and went looking for the water jug.
‘I told her everyone could walk straight out,’ he said. ‘Before she sent three fire engines round.’
‘Mum doesn't send fire engines round,’ Mila said.
‘Then I wasted an excellent explanation.’
Aron took a sandwich and sat on the end of the bench. Mila nearly said they hadn't finished. Then she looked at the clock: a quarter to ten. The moment she glanced at the plate, her stomach rumbled.
She put the needle in Grandma's pincushion. It was a little red thing with a crooked seam, small enough to fit in her palm. She left it well back from the edge.
Eva arrived while Mila was eating her last crust. Still wearing her coat, she looked at the empty frame, then the table, then Mila.
‘Show me.’
Mila pulled up a chair for her. She began with the template. Eva listened without taking the cardboard out of her hands. When Mila reached the two extra wraps, her mother looked up.
‘So that was something you changed yourself.’
‘Yes.’
‘I'm glad you told them.’
That was all she said. Mila couldn't tell whether Mum was going to be angry later. At least she wasn't pointing towards the door.
Grandma showed her the smaller fold. ‘We've put this bit back. It's still caught inside there.’
Eva looked along the grey back of the cloth. ‘Couldn't we take it outside like this?’
Mila knew what she meant. The place was ready; they could return the light there. She looked at the three layers along the edge.
‘This bit would still be folded shut,’ she said. ‘Like that corner on Sunday. Only I can't just unfold this.’
Eva nodded slowly and walked round the table to look from the other side.
Ilyas moved the plate further away from their work. He brought over two empty chairs and switched on the ordinary lamp above the table. The hollow stayed dark. All round it, the yellow stitches were much easier to see.
Twelve Stitches
‘Which side are you drawing now?’ Aron asked.
Mila held her pencil above the paper. She'd put the template on a clean sheet and copied its holes. Beside the paper lay the back of the real cloth, where her lines suddenly seemed to run the opposite way.
‘The front,’ she said.
‘Thought so.’
He wrote BACK on a second sheet. Mila was about to say she could do that herself, but he simply slid it beside the first. Now the two drawings made sense together. He didn't copy a single line without asking her where it went.
Grandma rested the needle under a green loop. ‘The yellow thread turns back here. Can you see that bit?’
Mila moved closer. A yellow loop stuck out at the edge of the fold. She'd taken it for a loose thread, but it led into the next loop, then disappeared inside.
‘I need to lift this corner a little,’ Grandma said.
Eva slid a smooth support under the loose fabric, well away from the hollow. She left the stitches alone. With both hands free, Grandma could now trace the yellow line further in.
Mila made a little mark on the paper. Four marks, then five. She hesitated over the next.
‘You've already got that one,’ Aron said.
‘The one above?’
He pointed at her drawing. ‘It comes back here. It's the same one.’
Mila followed the thread with her eyes. He was right. She rubbed out the last mark and redrew the loop. Grandma waited until she was ready.
Further in, the yellow stitches crowded together. The kitchen line doubled back through a green conservatory loop. A little beyond that, it did the same thing through a second green loop. The silver weave underneath was folded up with it, but Mila could see no broken silver ends.
Grandma took a length of ordinary yellow thread from her sewing box and laid it over the drawing. It wasn't part of the cloth. Without fastening it to the paper, she arranged it along the route of the kitchen line.
‘This is the way you went,’ she said to Mila.
Mila looked at the cardboard template. ‘And then round again. Otherwise it kept sinking back.’
Aron tapped the two places she'd marked. Afterwards his finger stayed on the table. He didn't say he would have worked it out if she'd asked him.
They found the last yellow stitch just under the bottom layer. Mila added its mark, then counted again from the beginning, her finger hovering above the paper.
Twelve.
Grandma checked the whole route once more. She pointed out the two green loops, which belonged to the conservatory, not the kitchen. Mila drew a larger circle round each.
‘So that's what stayed caught when the blue came out,’ Aron said.
Mila looked at the bundle on the other table. She'd expected removing it to fix much more. Her blue thread had dragged the other stitches out of place, then slipped free itself.
Grandma put the loose yellow demonstration thread beside the drawing. ‘I'd like to try one more bit without opening a line. Only if it moves easily.’
Mila held the paper beside her. Eva supported the outer edge of the cloth. With the darning needle, Grandma eased a yellow loop a little way back. The fold moved with it. For a moment, a bright sliver of the shining front showed through.
Then the silver pulled tight.
‘Stop,’ Grandma said, before Mila could speak.
She lowered the loop again. At once the silver thread slackened. Nothing had broken. The fold was no narrower than before.
Grandma put the needle on her pincushion. ‘I can't make enough room that way. I'm not going to pull harder.’
Mila kept her hands flat on the table. The drawings had helped. She knew where the thread went now. That hadn't got it out.
Ilyas came over to look. He read FRONT and BACK without turning the paper over as Mila had done earlier.
‘So you won't need the frame back up for a while?’
‘No,’ Grandma said. ‘We can work properly here.’
Eva pointed to the yellow route. ‘What if that line could be opened?’
‘Then we could draw these twelve stitches back through the green loops.’ Grandma traced the route with her finger above the paper. ‘But when we return the light, the kitchen will go with it. The room this pattern holds. I explained that on Tuesday.’
Mila nodded. She could picture the practice cloth from that evening. All she'd wanted to know then was how to unpick a stitch neatly. Anything they might lose had seemed a long way off.
Aron pulled his chair closer. ‘Could you open the green one instead?’
Grandma looked at the two circles. ‘Yes. If I open the conservatory line, I can undo the two loops round the yellow stitches. That would free the kitchen line.’
Mila looked up.
‘But then we'd lose the conservatory,’ Grandma said. ‘When we give the light back. The whole room, not just those two places.’
The circles were close together on the drawing. Two loops. Far fewer than twelve. Mila thought of the old kitchen table, its long side facing the back door. She and Grandma could spread out sheets of paper there without anything falling off the edge.
Eva brought a chair over and sat beside Grandma. ‘Those are the two ways you can do it safely?’
‘The two I can see here, yes. You felt what happened when we tried the other way.’
‘What about the sewing room?’ Ilyas asked.
‘Its line doesn't run through this at all.’
Grandma pointed it out on the cloth. Mila could see the sewing-room pattern further along, clear of the fold. It wouldn't have to go dark just because another part had got caught.
Eva phoned Aron's family. She went to the door so they could carry on talking. Mila heard her say there were plenty of adults and that they would agree on a time. Then she came back.
‘You can stay a bit longer if you want,’ she told Aron. ‘Someone will pick you up when we're finished. If you want to leave before that, I'll ring again.’
Aron looked at the paper. ‘I'll stay.’
It was nearly a quarter past ten. Ilyas poured some water and left it on the other table. Mila pulled her drawing closer. She went over the two circles round the green loops, making them darker. Then she put down the yellow pencil beside them.
Keeping the Wrong Room
‘Then we'll do the green one,’ Mila said.
The words were out before Grandma had even settled back into her chair. Mila pointed to the two circles on her drawing. Only two loops to undo there. The yellow route went on much further.
Aron picked his coat up from the chair.
‘Are you going?’ she asked.
‘I want my phone.’
He took it from the pocket and draped the coat over the chair back. Then he stood there. Mila moved her foot so he could sit down again. He didn't.
‘The conservatory was for my bit,’ he said.
‘We've still got the painted window.’
‘For your kitchen too.’
Mila looked towards the side-room door. She couldn't see the scenery, but she knew where it stood. She'd painted part of the window frame herself, getting her fingers covered in paint from the mixing tray. The ordinary window had turned out well. Only yesterday, she'd chosen a little curtain for it.
‘That's different.’
‘For you.’
At last Aron sat down. He pushed her drawing back to make room for his elbow. The two green circles almost disappeared under his sleeve.
‘I'd worked out how to make it rain when there wasn't any rain,’ he said. ‘And how the fisherman wouldn't understand a thing. I wanted to play that myself. I wasn't just hanging about till you could show your grandma something.’
‘I didn't say you were.’
‘You didn't ask, either.’
Grandma took off her glasses and rubbed the dent on her nose. Mila glanced at her. Perhaps Grandma would say she wanted to keep the kitchen most of all. Then Mila wouldn't have to explain why the table felt more important than everything else.
‘The green line can be opened,’ Grandma said. ‘So can the yellow. The conservatory in this cloth belongs to me just as much as the kitchen does.’
She put her glasses back on and waited.
Ilyas came in with two extra chair cushions. He gave one to Grandma and held up the other. Aron took it and slid it onto his seat.
Mila could see the wooden sewing box in the cupboard. On its front was the pale patch where a label used to be. That box was real. On Monday she and Grandma had carried it down the steep stairs together. Grandma had put it straight into her new work cupboard without hesitating.
‘If the kitchen goes, you'll never be able to go in there again,’ Mila said.
‘I know.’
‘Not even to see the table.’
Grandma looked along the cloth. ‘Sometimes that table was so full I had to cut things out on a chair. You remember that.’
Mila remembered kneeling on another chair to keep out of the way. In the preserved room, the table was always clear. You could put anything on it without having to tidy up first. Even Grandma's glasses weren't lying there.
‘I think it's lovely,’ she said.
‘So do I.’
Grandma took the free edge of the cloth and smoothed it a little. There was no break anywhere in the kitchen line. Not yet.
Eva came to stand beside Mila, a hand on the back of her chair.
‘Aron made a whole scene for that room,’ she said.
Mila rubbed her thumb over an eraser mark on the paper. First she'd used the conservatory to show there was more than a kitchen. Then she'd wanted it fixed between the other rooms. Now she'd decided they could lose it, because its two circles were so small.
She drew the paper out from under Aron's sleeve. He lifted his arm.
‘I want to do the yellow one,’ she said.
Grandma looked at her. ‘Are you sure?’
Mila nodded, but there was still something to ask. She looked at the unbroken stitches.
‘May I open it? It's your kitchen.’
‘Yes,’ Grandma said. ‘Pick up the needle. I'll hold the cloth for you.’
Mila swallowed. Grandma brought her chair closer and adjusted the lamp. Its light fell on the yellow stitches.
‘Those twelve, then,’ Mila said.
Aron moved his sleeve right off the paper. He asked where to put his hands. Grandma pointed to the clear space beside the edge.
‘The free end of the yellow thread will lie there. It needs to stay loose, without catching on anything.’
‘I won't pull it.’
‘Exactly.’
Ilyas cleared the last glass from the worktable. He shifted the chairs so Eva could stand behind Grandma without bumping into her. On the other table were the water and the last sandwiches. The frame could stay where it was.
Grandma asked Mila for the pincushion. She laid two ordinary pins on the drawing to mark the spot. She didn't push them through the silver cloth.
‘I can take over if your fingers get tired,’ she said.
Mila looked at her hands. A little pencil mark crossed her forefinger. Beside her nail was a cut from the cardboard, still there from Wednesday.
‘I want to do the first one.’
‘All right. We'll see how you get on.’
Aron moved his phone from the table to his coat. He looked at the two green circles. ‘I wanted to show off too. With the rain window.’
Mila waited.
‘But I didn't change the thread.’
‘No,’ she said. ‘That was me.’
He nodded without smiling. But he did move the loose demonstration thread out of the way, so it wouldn't get mixed up with the real yellow end.
Grandma pointed to the first kitchen stitch. Under the lamp, Mila could see it clearly. The same ordinary stitch she'd unpicked on the practice cloth on Tuesday. That one hadn't held an old kitchen table behind it.
She moved her chair a little nearer. The blunt darning needle lay on the red pincushion in front of her. She picked it up and waited for Grandma to arrange the cloth.
A Stitch She Knew
The needle was thicker than the yellow thread. Mila held it too upright at first. The blunt tip slipped over the stitch and tapped her fingernail.
‘From the side,’ Grandma said.
She pointed to the little arch of thread rising above the grey back of the cloth. Mila tried again. This time the needle slid underneath. The thread rested on the metal, yellow against silver-grey.
All she had to do was lift it. She'd done that on Tuesday, on the ordinary practice cloth. That stitch had been a bit of thread she could use again. She'd twiddled it between her fingers while Grandma explained what would happen to a preserved room.
Now her hand wouldn't move.
‘Is something caught?’ Grandma asked.
Mila shook her head.
Aron's hands lay side by side on the table. His thumb rubbed an old fleck of paint. Nobody told her to hurry.
Mila lifted the needle. The yellow loop grew longer. A tiny hole appeared where the thread had been; underneath, the silver weave stayed whole. She put down the needle and took the loop between two fingers. With one steady movement, she drew the end back through.
The kitchen line was open.
There was no sound. The light beneath the cloth stayed just as pale. Grandma laid the yellow end beside the edge, near Aron's hands.
‘Just leave it lying there,’ she said.
Mila looked again at the empty stitch. Against the grey, the gap was almost impossible to spot. The preserved kitchen was still there, Grandma had said. Until they returned the light.
She turned her drawing the right way round. ‘That was the first.’
Grandma nodded. ‘Now you can draw it back through that green loop.’
More of the cloth needed moving than Mila had expected. Grandma slid a hand under the fold. Eva supported the broad edge to keep it from slipping off the table. Mila eased the yellow stitch back a little. It slid through the green loop, then caught on itself halfway.
She nearly gave it a harder tug. Instead, she put down the needle.
‘It's twisted.’
Grandma leaned forward. ‘That's one of your extra wraps. Look, you can make room here.’
With her fingernail she nudged the yellow loop a fraction sideways. Mila slipped the blunt needle under it and lifted it over the twisted thread. This time the stitch came right free.
Aron moved the loose end away from a screw hole in the table. He didn't hold on to it. As more thread came through, he laid it in a wide, slack curve.
Mila put a little tick on her drawing.
The second stitch was quicker. For the third, Grandma had to turn the cloth slightly. A silver line showed at the front, thin as the gap beneath a door. Mila stared until her eyes stung.
‘Is it open?’ she asked.
‘Partly.’ Grandma showed her the edge of the fold. ‘Nine stitches still caught along here.’
Ilyas came to ask who wanted tea. Aron raised his hand. Mila said no, then realised she'd like something warm to hold. Eva took Grandma's place so she could get up and stretch her back. The cloth could rest on the table.
At the other table, the tea smelt of mint. Ilyas had found Aron a mug with a crooked Christmas tree on it.
‘We've got an Easter bunny as well,’ he said. ‘That one's bigger.’
Aron took a sip and pulled a face. ‘This one's big enough.’
Mila blew across her tea. The clock on the wall said it wasn't eleven yet. She was tired in the way she usually only felt in a car, with streetlights sliding one by one across the window. But one look at the worktable woke her right up.
‘Shall I do a few?’ Grandma asked.
Mila looked at her fingers. The tip of her thumb was red from gripping the needle.
‘I want to stay beside you.’
‘Bring your chair over, then.’
Grandma freed the next four stitches. Mila kept their place on the drawing. Sometimes she got muddled because the back went the other way round. Then Aron held the cardboard upright so she didn't have to put her head on the table to see. He called out a number only when the stitch was completely free.
‘Seven.’
The sharp ridge had gone from the middle of the fold. A gentle curve remained, with a small doubled section at one end. The green loops were still whole. Mila kept her fingers off them. By now she knew how easily a nail could catch a thread.
She took the needle back for the last five. Her hand was steadier. She drew one stitch back the wrong way and spotted it herself: the yellow thread lay over the green again. She stopped, eased it back and began from the other side.
‘Like this?’
Grandma looked. ‘Like that.’
At the eleventh stitch, the last doubled layer slid apart. Mila could see the full width of the silver weave. The twelfth stitch still ran through a green loop, but without the fold round it, she could reach it easily. She drew the thread back and put down the needle.
Aron let the yellow end slip from his hand. He'd only lifted it to lay it clear of the table edge.
‘Twelve,’ he said.
Mila checked her paper. Twelve ticks. Much less seemed to have come out of the cloth than out of her drawing. Almost all the kitchen line was still there. Only at the tangle was there a break, as if someone had lifted their pencil in the middle of a sentence.
Grandma and Eva slid their hands under the broad cloth and smoothed the last part flat. No little ridge stood up anywhere. Ilyas turned the lamp so Grandma could examine the weave from both sides.
‘The silver's whole,’ she said.
Mila let her shoulders drop. Only then did she realise how high she'd been holding them.
She looked at the yellow thread beside Aron's hand. She could put the free end back through the tiny hole. She even knew how to close the line neatly. But out in the garden, the broken pattern would still lose its room as the light drained away. Grandma had explained that on Tuesday.
Mila returned her needle to the pincushion.
‘I don't want another look at the kitchen,’ she said.
Grandma moved the pincushion away from the cloth. ‘Then we won't.’
Ilyas glanced at the clock. ‘Quarter past eleven. I'll clear the path to the garden.’
Aron picked up the drawing without folding it. All twelve ticks fitted inside the pool of lamplight.
The Whole Cloth
The garden smelt of wet leaves. Ilyas held the door while Eva took the clean protective sheet outside. Under the outdoor light, the path looked slippery, but that was just the dark colour of the paving. Ilyas rubbed his shoe over it and swept away a stray leaf.
Mila stayed by the table. Grandma checked the last green loop, nudging it aside with the needle before letting it settle back. Then she followed the sewing-room line all the way round to its beginning.
‘Those two are still closed,’ she said.
The yellow line had its little gap. Its free end lay loose along the edge. Aron took the blue threads from the other table and put them in the cardboard template. Not a scrap of blue remained on the worktable.
Mila tried to put the drawing in her pocket, but the sheet was too big. She laid it beside the template. The needle went into the red pincushion, which Grandma put in the cupboard beside her sewing box.
‘We'll fetch that in a minute,’ she said. ‘The cloth first.’
Eva came in to say everything was ready. She and Grandma lifted the broad cloth together. They let its edges hang gently down, keeping the opened section on top. The bundle was bigger than Mila's duvet at home. She went ahead of them and held a chair out of the way. Aron secured the garden door so it couldn't swing back.
By the time they were outside, the outdoor light was off again. Ilyas had switched it off once everyone was over the threshold. The protective sheet made a dark grey rectangle on the path. Above it, the large cloth shone in Eva's and Grandma's hands.
Mila could see at once how tiny Grandma's balcony would have been. Here, each adult had room to walk along a different side. They lowered the cloth with the silver facing up. Grandma lifted the last corner and smoothed it flat.
Aron checked his phone. ‘Thirteen minutes to twelve.’
‘We'll stay till it's finished, then,’ Ilyas said.
He sat on the low bench by the wall. Eva stayed beside the door and zipped up her coat. Grandma pulled her scarf higher. Mila had left her own coat inside.
‘I'll get it,’ she said.
She went back through the empty hall. The wooden frame stood against the wall, and she had to go round it to reach her coat. One of its feet stuck out; she stepped carefully past. On the low stage, the blue tulle hung in a crooked curve. Nobody needed to stand in the frame now. Nobody was holding up an edge.
Mila put on her coat. A hard mandarin pip lay in the pocket. It must have been there since another afternoon. She left it on a saucer by the tap and went back outside.
A thin cloud had drifted across the moon. She could still see a pale ring, with dark branches below it above the garden wall. Their cloth lay on the paving. The light was draining slowly from its open edges towards the middle.
‘Do you think the conservatory will still work?’ Aron asked Grandma.
‘Its line stayed whole.’
‘I mean when we use it another time.’
‘Yes. The sewing room too.’
Aron nodded and sat at the far end of the bench. His shoes were side by side, toes turned slightly in. Mila stayed standing. She couldn't tell from the cloth where the old kitchen table had stood. There were only stitches, silver bands and a narrow loose length of yellow.
Grandma brushed a strand of hair out of her face.
‘That stool,’ Mila said. ‘You gave it away.’
For a moment Grandma looked puzzled. Then she understood. ‘Yes. To your aunt.’
‘Has she still got it?’
‘You'll have to ask her. I've forgotten where she put it.’
Mila tried to imagine the stool in another room. In the preserved kitchen, it always stood beside the table. She hadn't paid it much attention. Mostly she'd just pushed it aside.
A little breeze brushed Grandma's scarf against her coat. The light on the cloth was thinning. Ordinary grey showed through the silver. Mila bent forward, her hands in her pockets. The small patch hidden earlier inside the Z-shaped fold grew as dull as the rest.
There was nothing left to lift or unfold.
‘We can still do the ordinary show tomorrow, by the way,’ Ilyas said. ‘The lamp's working again.’
‘And the painted window's still there,’ Aron said.
Mila looked at him. ‘Have you still got your rain tin?’
‘Yes. Bottom shelf.’
‘We could use that tomorrow.’
Aron rubbed his shoe along a join in the paving. ‘I was going to.’
Ilyas stood up. The cloth lay still, completely grey now. Grandma walked round the protective sheet, checking all four edges. She asked Eva to lift the corner nearest the door. There was no light underneath that either.
‘Finished,’ she said.
Mila looked at the yellow line. She'd known what would happen. Even so, she waited for something to show her the kitchen was gone. The cloth simply lay there. The table and the old stool had drained away with the borrowed light, for good.
Above the wall, the moon came out from behind the cloud.
Aron's phone buzzed. His dad was at the front of the building. Aron pulled his sleeves over his hands and said he'd like to come back the next afternoon. He looked at Ilyas as he said it, not Mila.
‘Two o'clock,’ Ilyas said. ‘The programme first. Then rehearsal.’
Grandma and Eva took the empty cloth inside. This time Mila helped carry the protective sheet. The corner beside her hand almost trailed over the paving. She gripped it higher.
Inside, Ilyas sent them to collect their coats and the sewing box while he put the cloth away safely. The cardboard template and drawing went into Mila's bag. At a quarter past twelve, she, Eva and Grandma set off for home. Mila tried counting the lampposts. Halfway there, she thought she'd missed one. She let it go.
Changing the Programme
When Mila woke, the sunshine had already moved off the windowsill. For a moment she wondered if she was late. Then she saw her bag on the floor, the cardboard template sticking out above the zip.
From the kitchen came the clink of a spoon against a bowl.
Grandma was at her little dining table with yoghurt and a slice of bread. She still had her thick socks on.
‘What time is it?’ Mila asked.
‘Nearly twelve.’
Mila sat opposite her. The sight of the bread made her hungry. Grandma pushed the bag towards her and picked up her phone. Eva had asked whether they were awake yet. There was a message from Ilyas too: the table in the storeroom was available. They could come and measure it later.
‘What table?’ Mila asked.
‘The little wooden one they put the Nativity scene on. I asked him yesterday if anyone still used it.’
Mila only remembered the Nativity scene, from a photograph in the hall. A sheep had been standing beside a fire engine.
‘Will it fit here?’
‘That's what we'll find out.’
After they'd eaten, Grandma fetched the tape measure from the kitchen drawer. Mila held its end against the skirting board beside the window. Grandma moved a box full of used packing paper. The carpet underneath was a little lighter.
They measured the space, the distance from the radiator and how far Grandma would need to push her chair back. Mila wrote the measurements on an envelope. Then they laid two narrow strips of cardboard on the floor. One kept slipping back under the chair.
‘Your feet need to get through there too,’ Grandma said.
Mila sat down and stood up again. Her heel had dragged the second strip out of place. She moved it a little further from the door.
Grandma nodded. ‘There. If the table fits inside that, I'd like to try it.’
At the community hall, Aron was already working with the fisherman. He'd shifted the mouth slightly on his hand so the puppet could look surprised very slowly. Mila left the envelope on an ordinary chair.
‘I need to say something to the group first,’ she said.
Aron lowered the fisherman. ‘Me too.’
The woman with the diary came in, still wearing her cycling helmet. She was in a hurry, as she had been on Monday. The sound man wasn't there; Ilyas had already phoned him. The woman who sewed the curtains pushed a bag of coloured fabric under her chair.
Mila stood beside the low stage. At home, she'd worked out what to say. Now her first sentence seemed far too long.
‘There won't be any real rooms tonight,’ she said.
The woman with the diary took off her helmet.
‘But they were there on Tuesday?’
‘Yes. I changed some of the threads yesterday. I wasn't supposed to. We've put the cloth right again, but the kitchen it held is gone.’
For a moment nobody spoke. Behind her, Aron tapped his knee with the fisherman's wooden hand, then stopped at once.
‘Then that has to come off the notice,’ the woman said.
Mila nodded. ‘I made it sound much bigger than it was going to be, too.’
Aron came to stand beside her. ‘We rehearsed a whole scene on Wednesday. I want to do that tonight.’
‘I'd like to see it first,’ the woman said.
Ilyas slid the painted window into its supports. ‘That's what we're here for.’
The ordinary version got off to a muddled start. Mila put the rain tin on the wrong side. Aron pointed to where it belonged and began his lines without waiting for her. She missed the first gust of wind. Ilyas raised the octopus above the edge, then let him sink out of sight again.
‘Again,’ he said. ‘From the door.’
The second time, Mila watched Aron's hand. When the fisherman poked his nose outside the window, the rain began. When he turned away, the tin fell quiet. She only had to follow him.
At the change of scene, Mila put down the rain tin and the newspaper. She held the cardboard window while the curtain-sewing woman released both clamps. Half a turn brought the yellow back and the red letterbox to the front. The woman clamped the window in place again. Aron set the fisherman on the dry side. He had a paper sandwich on a little stick.
‘Just in case,’ he grumbled.
Mila laughed. Aron glanced over his sleeve. This time he laughed back.
Afterwards, the woman crossed two lines off her sheet. She wrote something new and read it aloud: ‘The Fisherman Looks for a Home. A puppet show with rain, peculiar neighbours and a flower garden.’
‘And an octopus,’ Ilyas said.
‘He's one of the peculiar neighbours.’
She photographed the altered sheet and sent it to the people who looked after the announcements. The notice by the door needed replacing too. Mila went with her to the noticeboard. She pulled the old announcement out from under the drawing pins and put it in the paper recycling. Then she hung the new one straight.
In the storeroom, the little table stood between two stacked stools. Grandma and Ilyas carried it into the side room. A pale round mark showed on its top, but the legs didn't wobble.
Mila held the tape measure. With its short side against the wall, the top would stick out further than the strip of cardboard at home. She checked the envelope. There was more space beside the window than in front of it.
‘I'll put the long side against the wall, then,’ Grandma said. She sat at it for a moment, resting her hands on the wood. ‘My sewing box can go underneath. And the daylight will come from the left.’
‘Take it tomorrow if you like,’ Ilyas said. ‘It's only gathering dust here.’
Grandma asked about its height. They measured that too. Then she phoned Eva to ask whether she could bring the car and help on Saturday. Mila didn't draw the old table beside the new one. She simply wrote the new measurements on the envelope, below the first lot.
Then it was time to rehearse again. Aron had decided that, instead of complaining about the rain in the conservatory scene, the fisherman would try ordering the cloud away. Could Mila make a tiny puff of wind with the newspaper, just as his hand went up?
‘What if I don't see it?’ she asked.
‘Then I'll say it again. He won't mind. He's pretty bossy.’
Mila picked up the newspaper. The first cloud stayed exactly where it was. On the second try, she blew so gently that Aron had to ask whether the wind was still in bed.
Grandma came to watch, a sandwich in her hand. She stayed at the back, by the door. Mila saw that she was laughing before the octopus even appeared.
A Sea of Blue Tulle
Just before seven, a little boy on the front cushion kept pointing at the stage light. His dad whispered in his ear. The boy nodded and pointed again.
Mila watched through the gap beside the curtain. Grandma sat in the second row with Eva beside her. She'd loosened her scarf, and one end lay across Eva's knee.
Aron handed Mila the rain tin. He'd stuck a scrap of paper underneath so she could see at once which way to hold it.
‘Don't start with a downpour,’ he whispered.
‘I know.’
‘Yes. I'm reminding myself too.’
He pulled the fisherman onto his hand. Behind the curtain stood the ordinary chair he could sit on later. The painted window faced the audience, blue side out. The large silver cloth was safely put away in its protective cover in the side room.
Ilyas stepped in front of the curtain and asked whether anyone knew how many socks an octopus needed. The little boy on the front cushion shouted, ‘Two!’ The argument started before a single puppet appeared.
When the ceiling lights went out, the blue tulle became a sea. Mila glanced at the ordinary stage lamp. It shone steadily.
The fisherman appeared with an empty fishing rod.
‘Today,’ Aron grumbled, ‘I'm catching my supper.’
One purple tentacle rose from the water. It caught the end of the rod and vanished. The fisherman leaned over.
‘That's a very large worm.’
Up came the octopus. ‘I beg your pardon?’
The fisherman jumped so hard his cap almost disappeared behind the curtain. Ilyas draped the tentacles over the edge. One arm wore a sock. Another felt it uncertainly.
‘I lost that,’ the fisherman said.
‘This? I found it.’
‘Where?’
‘On my foot.’
The boy on the cushion laughed. Mila couldn't hear Grandma yet. She gave the tin a very gentle shake. A few raindrops pattered onto the water.
The fisherman looked up.
‘I'd better go home, then.’
The octopus stopped him. He dived down and returned with the boot. Flowers stuck crookedly out of the top. At the front was the smallest one, with its three petals.
‘I've already got a house,’ said the octopus. ‘The garden's a little high up, that's all.’
The fisherman examined the boot. He tapped its sole.
‘I lost that too.’
‘You are careless with your houses.’
Ilyas made the octopus try to climb inside. Two arms went in neatly. The third poked through the flowers. The fisherman tried to help and got a tentacle round his nose. Mila bit her lip to keep the tin still.
At last the octopus emerged, wearing a flower on his head. He solemnly took it off and put it back.
‘I think I need an extension.’
The fisherman looked at the audience. ‘I think I need a door.’
Mila made the rain a little heavier. Ilyas put the boot down behind the stage and pointed towards the newspaper with his free hand. She settled the tin into the folded cloth waiting for it. There it couldn't roll away.
The fisherman found the blue window. He knocked softly, then gave three impatient raps. Behind it, the octopus appeared.
‘You're very late.’
‘I didn't know anyone was expecting me.’
‘Then you should have come earlier.’
Aron turned the fisherman towards the blue window frame. Up went his hand to shoo away the cloud. Mila rustled the newspaper. A little wind blew. The fisherman held on to his cap, but the rain carried on.
He poked his nose round the other side of the window. Mila stilled the tin. As soon as he moved back, it began to patter again.
The fisherman looked left. Right. Left again.
‘I've had an idea,’ he said.
The octopus leaned towards him. ‘It happens.’
Aron gave Mila their agreed nod. She put down the newspaper and nestled the tin back in its folded cloth. Then she took hold of both sides of the window. The curtain-sewing woman released the two clamps. Mila turned the cardboard halfway round. A red letterbox appeared beneath the yellow frame. The woman fastened both clamps to the supports again.
The fisherman settled on the dry side and brought out his sandwich.
‘I'm staying here.’
The octopus stretched out a tentacle. ‘Can I have one?’
Aron moved the fisherman to guard his sandwich. The little stick tapped the underside of the window. The paper bread sprang out of its clip and dropped onto the blue tulle.
Mila held her breath. She knew the next line. The octopus was supposed to ask whether the fisherman would share. But his hand was empty.
‘Your sandwich!’ cried the boy on the cushion.
Aron made the fisherman look very slowly at his empty hand.
‘I didn't know it could swim.’
The audience laughed. Mila spotted the paper beside her knee, behind the bottom edge of the stage. She slid her free hand along the tulle and picked it up. The octopus leaned forward to ask the audience whether it had been brown or white bread. Meanwhile, Mila slipped it back into Aron's empty clip.
Aron glanced at her. Then he brought the sandwich up on the other side of the window.
‘Rescued,’ the fisherman grumbled. He inspected the paper closely. ‘Bit soupy on the wet side.’
Grandma laughed so loudly that Mila could pick out her voice above everybody else's. Mila started giggling too. She had to grip the rain tin in both hands to keep from adding a hailstorm.
The octopus invited the fisherman to live with him. They could stand the boot upright and build another storey on top together. The fisherman pointed at the flowers.
‘Those stay outside.’
‘They're coming with us,’ the octopus said.
The fisherman thought for a long time. Then he moved his sandwich aside.
‘We'll need a bigger windowsill.’
Together they looked for somewhere to put the garden. The fisherman wanted the boot by the door. The octopus wanted it on the roof. The audience could choose. Everyone shouted at once, so Ilyas made the octopus raise all his arms to vote as well.
In the end, the boot stood beside the yellow window. The fisherman could water the flowers without getting wet. The octopus could just squeeze through the door if he kept his arms neatly one behind another. He went back twice because he'd left one outside.
Mila let the last little shower fall on the far side of the window. Then all was quiet. The fisherman took off his cap and set it beneath the largest flower.
‘In case she loses her socks,’ he said.
The curtain closed. For a moment, all Mila could see were Aron's shoes and the window supports. Then the applause began. Something nudged her elbow. Aron held up his empty clip and grinned.
They went out in front of the curtain together, with Ilyas and the puppets. The ordinary hall lights were on again. Above the door, the clock said twenty-five to eight.
Grandma held her scarf in one hand and clapped the other against her knee. When Mila looked at her, she gave a thumbs-up. Over the boot, the little three-petalled flower was still trembling.
Where the Table Stands Now
After the show, Mila helped stack the cushions. A toy car lay on the front one. She took it to the door, where the boy who'd kept pointing at the stage light was still talking to his dad. He whisked it into his pocket so fast she barely heard his thank-you.
In the side room, Grandma and Eva checked the cover round the large rolled cloth. It had been completely empty of light since last night. Now it could go home on its roll. Mila watched Grandma pass her hand over the cover, where the yellow stitches lay underneath. Then she tied it shut.
The wooden frame stayed against the community-hall wall. Ilyas arranged its loose feet so nobody would trip. The painted window was still on its supports in the main hall. Aron wanted to leave it there for now; more children were coming to rehearse on Monday.
‘I'll take the tin,’ he said.
He put it in his bag with the spoon. The fisherman had left a little mark on his hand. Mila showed him the red patch on hers, where the newspaper had rubbed.
‘Dangerous weather,’ Aron said.
She laughed. He said he'd show her a better cloud next time. She asked him not to finish it all before she came. She wanted to rehearse it with him.
‘You'll have to be on time, then.’
‘I will.’
Eva and Grandma carried the broad roll outside together. Mila went ahead to hold the doors. Her bag hung from one shoulder. Inside was the template, with the loose blue threads in a separate little bag. They didn't need to hold anything in place any more.
Outside, the paving was dry. A cyclist waited for them to pass. Eva raised her end of the roll a little so Grandma could keep to the wide part of the pavement. Mila walked beside her mother. The round end came about level with her shoulder.
At Grandma's building, she opened the front door ready for them. Grandma and Eva turned the roll on the landing, one end first. Inside the flat, they stood it safely in the corner beside the linen cupboard. Tomorrow Grandma would make space in the long compartment on the right. Tonight, she mostly wanted to sit down.
Eva made tea. Mila fetched three mugs, including the one with the broken handle that Grandma kept her pencils in.
‘Perhaps not that one,’ Grandma said.
Mila put it back. She almost reached for a different cupboard to find the good cup from the old house. Then she saw it beside the plates, in its new place.
They sat at the dining table for a while. Eva asked whether the sandwich falling in the sea had been part of the show. Mila looked at Grandma. Grandma started laughing again.
‘No,’ Mila said. ‘It really fell.’
‘I thought so. Your eyes nearly popped out.’
Mila showed them how the fisherman had stared at his empty hand, using a teaspoon for his cap. Grandma picked up her mug before anything could fall into it.
When Eva left, she promised to bring the little table with Ilyas the next morning. He'd offered to help carry it. Grandma waved from the door. Mila stayed beside her until she heard the car drive away below.
In the spare room, her bag was still beside the bed. She took out her pyjamas and looked at the coat on the high hook. Its sleeves hung down. From bed, the dark bump round its collar could look like a head again.
She took it down and put it on the lowest hook. Now one sleeve almost touched the skirting board. It was plainly a coat, even when she switched off the main light to check.
Grandma brought in a clean pillowcase. It had no buttons.
‘The other one's been washed,’ she said. ‘But I think you'll like this better.’
Mila slipped her pillow inside. She rubbed her cheek across the fabric, then settled it under her head. The radiator ticked twice.
‘Door shut?’ Grandma asked.
‘Leave it open a bit.’
Grandma left a gap. In the strip of light, Mila could see the yellow carpet and the bottom of her coat. A cupboard door closed in the hall. She listened until Grandma put her shoes down outside her bedroom. That was the last thing she remembered.
Next morning, Mila picked up the two cardboard strips from the floor. She kept the envelope with the measurements. Grandma had cleared the space beside the window and tied the packing paper into a bundle. The chair was ready.
When the bell rang, Mila went downstairs. Ilyas held one end of the table and Eva the other. Without the Nativity scene on it, the top looked bigger than Mila remembered. Even so, it went easily through the door.
Mila followed with Ilyas's tool bag. Upstairs, Grandma showed them which way the table should face. Eva and Ilyas put it down. When they leant on it, one leg tapped against the floor. Ilyas looked underneath and added a thin felt pad.
After that, it stood firm.
Grandma drew up her chair. She could sit down, stand up and open the drawer in the little cupboard beside her. The tabletop stopped well short of the radiator. Mila laid the tape measure on it, but Grandma moved it aside.
‘I need coffee first.’
The four of them had a drink. The round mark on the table showed beneath Grandma's cup. Mila traced its edge with a finger. This table didn't give softly under her hand. When her knee knocked it by accident, everybody heard.
After coffee, they put the sewing box in its new place. Grandma opened it for her ordinary scissors and a measuring tape. The red pincushion went beside it. The cardboard template didn't belong with the sewing things. Mila folded it small for the paper recycling and added the loose blue threads to the ordinary leftover cotton, unwinding them completely.
In the linen cupboard, Grandma moved a pile of winter blankets. At the back of the long right-hand compartment, the broad roll could stand upright with its bottom on a thick, clean cloth. Its protective cover stayed on. Grandma wrote a new label naming what the large weave still held: the sewing room and the conservatory.
Mila held the label while Grandma tied it to the cover. She watched the pencil point.
‘We don't need to put the kitchen on it,’ she said.
Grandma set down the pencil. ‘No.’
At the front, on a different shelf, lay the small cloth. Grandma took it out to check it was still clean. Mila held two corners. The grey fabric hung softly between their hands. A single loose fibre stuck out at the edge.
Mila let go of the cloth and caught the fibre on her thumb. It was dull. Even when she held it closer to the window, it didn't turn silver. She blew it away and watched it fall onto the carpet.
Together they folded the small cloth. Grandma put its own label beside it: ‘Borrowed moonlight. Keep in one piece. Before morning, unfold outside with the shining side towards the sky.’ She loosely tied the blue ribbon round the bundle. They put this bundle on its own at the front of the cupboard.
Mila closed the door and turned. At the new table, Eva sat in Grandma's chair, trying to thread a needle much too close to her nose.
‘This way,’ Grandma said.
She leant over Eva's shoulder to show her. Mila pulled up a second chair. It just fitted beside the first if she moved her legs a little to the left. She rested her hands on the real wooden tabletop and stayed there.
