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For Shirley Bell - my Mum, my best friend, my role model, my Wizard of Oz - and the lady who has inspired me more than any other person on this earth.





You have never heard a story quite like this one. I can hear you protesting already but, the fact is, it doesn’t matter how old you are, how many books you’ve read, how many things you’ve seen ... this story will be new to you. Maybe it will even haunt you a little. Because what happened to me ... well, I don’t think it’s ever happened before ...

Have you ever read a dark fairy tale that, for some reason, niggled at you afterwards? A story that was quite clearly made up but which, nonetheless, contained some tiny grain of truth that prickled at you uncomfortably like the pea beneath the princess’s mattress? Fairy tales are fluid things, changing and adapting all the time, but they’re also based upon events that really did, at some point - in some form - actually happen.

This story is like that. It has the ribbons and the glitter and the magic. But it also has the blood and the sacrifice and the twisting evil - for this is a real fairy tale, not the sugar-coated imitation. It is a story of love, loss, illusion, castles, hatred, seduction, ice palaces, adventure and knights.

Don’t start this book unless you mean to finish it.




1

Dead Swans


Things started to happen after Liam died ... strange things that I could not explain and did not understand. As if trying to work out how to live without him wasn’t difficult enough on its own. The incident at the funeral was only the start, which is ironic when you consider that I stood there thinking it was the end. I thought it was the last difficult thing I had to do before I could concentrate on nothing but grieving and hurting and coping.

When the time came, I couldn’t imagine Liam inside the coffin. The very idea that he was sealed inside that wooden box seemed laughable to me and, indeed, for some moments I was afraid that I really was going to burst into shrill, hysterical laughter. It bubbled up in my chest, but I thrust it back down and in another moment the urge to laugh was completely gone as a fresh wave of sadness swept over me. This was so unfair. I shouldn’t be here doing this right now. I shouldn’t have to do this for years and years.

For the first time in my life, I longed for old age. In fact I yearned  for it. I wanted to put as much time as possible between myself and this present moment of raw, undiluted pain. No one I’d loved had ever died before. I’d only known two of my grandparents and they were both still alive so I’d never even seen a funeral before, except on TV.

I met Liam’s parents outside the church. At first I thought Ben wasn’t there and anger flared inside me. Liam had fallen out with his older brother about ten months ago, just before we were married, and they hadn’t seen much of each other since then. They were complete opposites in personality. Where Liam had been outgoing,  Ben was introverted; where Liam had been popular and well-liked, Ben was solitary and antisocial; where Liam had always been a chatterbox, Ben used words sparingly if he used them at all.

His parents had told me earlier in the week that Ben was abroad, working in Germany, and they weren’t sure if he was going to come back for the funeral or not. I could hardly believe it. I knew the two of them had not been on the best of terms recently but the idea that Ben wouldn’t bother to attend his brother’s funeral disgusted me.

But then I saw him standing a little apart from his parents outside the church and an overwhelming flood of emotion swept over me. For whilst he may have been Liam’s opposite in character, he was remarkably similar to him in looks. Just two years older, he was of a similar height and build with the same chestnut-brown hair. The only obvious difference between them was that Ben’s hair was cut slightly shorter and he had brown eyes instead of green. I hadn’t seen him for ten months or so and I’d forgotten just how similar they looked. Even some of their mannerisms were the same. It could almost have been Liam standing there and a lump rose in my throat at the sight of him.

He looked more angry than sad - grinding his jaw as if he was going to file right through his teeth, his eyes dark and bitter. He saw me then and walked over to us. ‘Hello, Jasmyn,’ he said quietly, holding out his hand to shake mine.

A half-sob rose in my throat and I flung my arms around his neck. He looked so much like Liam that I just wanted to cling to him and never let him go. He recoiled a little at my touch and I felt him stiffen. If he’d tried to push me away I think I would have redoubled my grip like some kind of limpet, holding on for dear life because he made me feel closer to my husband than I had done since the evening he died. But in the end, Ben did the sensible thing and patted my back awkwardly until I released him, horribly aware that I’d made a mess of his black jacket.

We walked into the church and took our places on the front pew reserved for close family. Being an albino, I looked awful in black - it made my white hair and skin look even whiter and my  pale-blue eyes even stranger, especially as I was only twenty-seven years old.

The vicar had asked me if I wanted to speak during the service but the very idea had horrified me for I knew I couldn’t do it. I wanted to. I just couldn’t. So in a fit of madness, I’d said I would play something instead. We’d been asked to pick out one of Liam’s favourite songs for the service and that, at least, was easy for I knew he had always loved ‘Bridge over Troubled Water’. But rather than bringing a CD, I was going to play the song myself on my violin. I wanted to contribute to the service even if I couldn’t speak and - this will sound odd if you’re not a musician - but I needed an excuse to bring my violin with me. I felt somehow that the whole thing would be easier to bear with the reassuring feel of the familiar instrument on my lap.

I kept myself under control in the church until the first hymn but after that it was quite hopeless. Music has a way of amplifying my emotions. It makes me happier when I’m happy but it unravels me altogether when I’m sad. Throughout the service I desperately willed my hands to stop shaking and the tears to stop pouring down my cheeks. I couldn’t play the violin like this and I had to play it - otherwise I would regret my weakness for the rest of my life.

My lovely electric violin lay on my lap and as I stared down at it I couldn’t help remembering how I had got it. I’d wanted one for some time but they were all too expensive. And then, one October, Liam had gone out and bought me one. It was meant to be a Christmas present but he was so excited about it that he couldn’t wait to give it to me. So one Saturday afternoon I was surprised by his particular insistence that I play ‘Bridge over Troubled Water’ for him.

‘I’m in the middle of an exciting bit,’ I said, keeping my eyes on the novel I was reading on the couch. ‘I’ll play it for you later.’

‘Play it for me now, Jaz,’ Liam insisted, pulling the book out of my hands.

‘Hey!’ I said, sitting up and trying to snatch it back. But Liam held it above his head out of my reach.

‘I’m your fiancé,’ he said with a grin, ‘and I’m commanding you to play for me now, not later.’

I sighed and rolled my eyes as I got off the couch but really I liked the fact that he enjoyed my music. I liked him taking pride in my one talent and that he was interested enough in it to have special requests whenever I played for him.

‘All right,’ I grumbled, walking over to my violin case, lying against the wall. ‘But I’m just playing it once and then I’m going back to my book. I’m in the middle of a really good bit.’

But I soon forgot all about the book. I knelt on the carpet and unzipped the violin case, and as I flipped it open I turned around to grab a piece of sheet music from the coffee table. When I turned back to the case I jumped with a cry of alarm. For where my gleaming golden violin had been nestled in the red interior there was now a silver and blue skeletal-looking thing in its place. It was a beautiful new electric violin.

I let out a sort of strangled yelp of delight. ‘That’s ... that’s a  Violectra!’ I gasped.

‘It’s the right one, isn’t it?’ Liam asked, looking anxious for a moment. ‘That was the one you wanted?’

I stared around at him incredulously. ‘Are you kidding? Are you  kidding? I was going to spend a few hundred pounds and buy a Yamaha Silent Violin. I just ... God, I just never dreamed I’d be able to get a Violectra! Are you sure we can afford it?’

‘Oh yes,’ he said with an airy wave of his hand and the boyish grin I knew so well. ‘It’s an investment. So you won’t forget all about me when you’re a world-famous violinist ...’

‘Jasmyn,’ my mother whispered in my ear. ‘It’s time for you to play.’

Her voice brought me sharply back to the funeral. I clenched and unclenched my hands but they were still trembling.

‘You don’t have to,’ she said, noticing at once. ‘It doesn’t matter. I gave the priest a CD of the song before the service. He can play that instead if you want.’

I shook my head, my throat too frozen up with the numbness of trying not to cry to be able to talk. I had to play. I owed him  that. I got up from my seat and walked to the front of the church on legs that felt as if they were going to betray me at any second. Of course the whole thing was a farce, really. I wasn’t doing this for Liam. Liam was dead - it hardly mattered to him what I did any more. I was doing it for myself, trying to wring some small measure of comfort from anything that I possibly could. I plugged the violin into the amplifier and tucked it under my chin, hoping its familiar feel might relax me a little. But as my fingertips pressed down on the strings and I gazed down its neck, hesitating, I clearly heard Liam’s voice from two years ago when he’d first given it to me and I was still staring at it in its case - love at first sight:

‘Are you going to play that thing or just look at it?’

His voice seemed to echo round the church, even though it had only been in my head. I kept my eyes firmly turned away from the coffin and the man I knew to be inside it, so close to me and yet at the same time so very far away. He was in there. Liam was right there in that box and I was afraid that if I dwelt on that I’d throw down the violin, run to the coffin, pull open the lid and cling to him to stop them from taking him away, not letting go until my fingers were forcibly prised off and I was dragged out of the church like some kind of a lunatic.

I took a deep breath and raised the bow, but for all that I had played this instrument hundreds of times before, my arm was shaking so much that I didn’t put the right amount of pressure on the strings and the note came out faint. I tried again, but this time I overcompensated and the bow scraped off the strings altogether with a horribly discordant sound quite unlike the beautiful music the violin usually made for me. It was almost as if the Violectra itself was refusing to play funeral music because it would be too awful, too heartbreaking, too utterly devastating ... I took another deep breath, desperately trying to steady myself but starting to feel light-headed by now.

I saw my mother half-rise from her chair as if about to come and take me back to my seat. I think it was this that panicked me into pulling it together at last. I raised the bow again and this time the note came out clear and perfect. I had played this song for  Liam many times before and now - playing it for the last time - I meant to play it well. But I couldn’t stop the tears from running down my face. I could feel them collecting in the hollow of the chin rest so that the violin would have slipped from my grip had it not been for the shoulder rest holding it firmly in place.

When I was halfway through the piece, I noticed Ben stand up and leave the church. I knew how he felt. I wished I could walk out too. Even as I played it, the music seemed to almost rip my heart out. But I carried on and finally it was over and - half-blinded with tears - I was able to go back to my seat amongst my family.

By the end of the service the tissue clutched in my hand was little more than a grotty bit of sodden rag - I was making a mess of myself and fumbled blindly through my pockets for a clean one. I knew I’d brought a whole handful from home, but I couldn’t find a single tissue. Then I realised my mother was holding a handkerchief out to me and I took it from her gratefully.

The coffin was being carried outside. It was time to go. I realised for the first time as we followed on behind that the pall-bearers were all men from the undertaker’s. That wasn’t right. That wasn’t right at all. They hadn’t known Liam and his death meant nothing to them. I should have asked his father and Ben and his friends ... I shouldn’t have allowed him to be carried away by strangers like this. I knew the undertakers must have asked me about the pall-bearers when we were making the arrangements but I couldn’t remember. In fact I could remember practically nothing of any of my conversations with them. At some point it had all become a blur. I had stopped caring and just agreed to whatever they or my family suggested. For what did it matter? What did any of it matter? The type of wood for the coffin, the hymns, the pall-bearers, the food served at the reception ... it all seemed so pointless.

But now that it was actually happening it suddenly did seem important - ridiculously so, even. I silently apologised to Liam for not getting his funeral right and gritted my teeth to stop myself from wailing into my handkerchief. Before the ceremony I had  been so determined not to cry but now I simply couldn’t stop. I hated that other people were seeing my tears - they should have been saved for a more private place. I didn’t want them to see my pain, and I didn’t want their sympathy, for it only intensified my sense of loss to see myself through their eyes:


That poor widow ... And she’s so young ... As was her husband, of course ... An aneurysm, apparently. Tragic, simply tragic ...

A juicy tragedy - something to be relished and gossiped about over the coffee cups before going on with their day as if nothing was different and things weren’t horribly, horribly, horribly wrong and would never be right ever again ...

When we stepped out of the church I was surprised to discover that the sky had darkened whilst we’d been inside: the sullen clouds of a summer thunderstorm covered the sky and it was raining. A yellow flash forked overhead, followed moments later by a dull rumble of thunder. I was aware of other people putting up umbrellas behind me. I hadn’t brought one and I pushed aside the one my mother tried to give me. I wanted to be cold and wet. I wanted to be soaked through and chilled to the bone. It couldn’t make me feel any worse than I already did and at least it would match my mood. Ben had been waiting by the front doors and fell into step beside us as we walked across the wet grass to the graveside.

The vicar was talking but, hard as I tried, I just couldn’t focus on what he was saying. My attention was fixed instead on the drumming sound the raindrops made as they hit the coffin and the little splashes they created across its smooth, clean surface. This was it, then. I really was burying Liam today. God help me, this was not a dream. And as I stood there I wondered hopelessly how I could ever possibly recover from the agonising pain of it. Nothing could ever be good after this, nothing.

The coffin had just been lowered into the ground when something large and black fell from the sky to land right on top of it with a heavy, wet thud. The vicar broke off mid-sentence as everyone peered down into the grave, shocked, frowning, muttering ...

‘Oh my God,’ I heard my mother exclaim quietly at my side.

It was a dead swan - each feather raven black, its beak red and its eyes pink - right there on top of the coffin. I tilted my head back, blinking against the rain that fell into my eyes as I peered up into the dark clouds above. There was another blurred shape and a thump just a few feet to my left as a second black swan fell to the ground, its long neck twisted at a horrible angle on the sodden grass. Several people shrieked this time and automatically shied away from the bird. I found myself staring down at it blankly, cool raindrops running to the ends of my eyelashes and falling to the ground.

A third dead swan thumped down on my right. The ceremony over, people started to scatter, heading back through the rain to their cars and the reception that was to be held at the Town Hall. I found myself grinning manically. So it wasn’t real after all, then. This had to be a dream. Thank God. Thunder rumbled again, much louder than before - a great tearing crack as if the sky were being rent apart above us.

‘I think we should get inside,’ my mother said, raising her voice above the rain.

‘I can’t wait to wake up from this,’ I said softly, not really intending to speak aloud although I doubt she could hear me over the rain anyway. ‘I’m going to hold on to him so tightly. I’ll never take him for granted ever again.’

‘Come on, Jasmyn,’ Ben said, appearing at my side and gripping my elbow.

Without an umbrella my white hair was soaked through and sticking to my face. I brushed it back out of my eyes in time to see two more black swans fall from the sky at the edge of my vision. Ben took my arms and twisted me round to face him. He had no umbrella either and his dark hair was plastered to his head, raindrops dripping from the end of his long nose. It was only because he bent his head so close to mine that I heard what he said over the noise of the storm.

‘Don’t look at the swans. Don’t look at them. Look at me.’

I gazed blankly up into his face and for a second saw Liam there  instead. Their features were so heartbreakingly similar that in that moment, when I looked into Ben’s eyes, I felt I was looking into the eyes of the man I loved. I felt numb - with cold, with grief, with shock - and all I wanted was to curl up in a ball on the wet grass and never move again. But Ben tightened his grip, denying me the sweet relief of giving up. Instead he turned and pulled me along beside him like a sleepwalker, away from the coffin and the black swans and the sodden graveyard ... and Liam, left behind on his own in the cold, wet earth.
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Black Knight


I dreamt about the day of Liam’s death for weeks. But always, in my dreams, it would turn out to be a mistake, a joke, a ridiculous misunderstanding ... Liam had always been a joker, so, for a few moments, I could almost believe it when I dreamt that the hospital worker dropped me off at home and, instead of going into an empty house, I would go in to find him there, laughing, saying he couldn’t believe I’d fallen for it. Or I would dream that the telephone rang and it was the hospital saying that they’d made a mistake, Liam wasn’t dead, and I should come back and pick him up right away. How I hated those dreams.

Overwhelming relief, joy and gladness would rush through me and I would vow never to argue with him again, never to say another harsh word or waste another precious moment. But then I’d dimly realise I was dreaming and sickening disappointment would almost crush me. And then the dream would start all over again - this time I really was awake and the hospital really were  calling to tell me Liam wasn’t dead ... Each time my mind would struggle with it, so desperately wanting to believe it, and yet I kept asking myself over and over again - Am I dreaming right now? Am I?


When the phone rang for real the day after the funeral, I opened my bloodshot eyes and my hand fumbled desperately around the bedside table. I grabbed the phone, quite sure in my mind that it was the hospital, and raised it to my ear, half-propped up on my elbows to say a breathless, rather hoarse, ‘Hello?’

‘Oh, did I wake you, dear?’ my mother’s voice said.

I closed my eyes for a moment, taking a deep breath and trying to thrust down the anger I unfairly felt towards her for waking me up like this, making me believe for a moment that it was the hospital calling to tell me Liam wasn’t dead.

‘That’s all right,’ I managed.

‘It’s one o’clock in the afternoon,’ she said, a little reproachfully.

‘Is it?’

‘Do you want me to come over?’

‘No!’ I said hurriedly. ‘No. Look, I just want to be on my own today. Please.’

‘All right,’ she said reluctantly. ‘The swans have been burnt. Did you know?’

‘What?’

‘The five swans that fell into the graveyard yesterday. They’ve been cremated. You know - in case they were carrying a contagious disease. The vicar tried to phone to let you know but he said you didn’t answer so he called me. He thinks they probably died of fright because of the thunderstorm, that’s all.’

‘Okay,’ I replied. ‘Mum, I have to go. I’ll speak to you later.’

I couldn’t have cared less about the dead swans right then and barely spared a thought for them as the next couple of months crawled slowly by. Suddenly I realised that it was getting dark in the evenings and cold during the day. It was now November. Autumn had gone. I’d missed it. Liam had been dead for two months and still it took an extreme amount of willpower just to get out of bed in the morning. The school where I’d worked as a violin teacher had allowed me to take the autumn term off but they would be expecting me back in January, which suddenly seemed much closer than it had before. I would certainly have to go back to work next year, for the bereavement benefit payment I had received would have run out by that time and - as everyone kept telling me - life moved on.

Mine didn’t seem to, though. I found myself dwelling on the arguments I’d had with Liam, bitterly regretting every angry word or spiteful comment - words that I hadn’t even meant at the time  and so cursed myself for saying. I hoped he’d known I hadn’t meant it. I hoped he’d dismissed my words for the complete nonsense that they were.

Once, after a particularly heated argument just after we got engaged, Liam brought me flowers and suggested a truce. But I was still angry and not ready to make up. When he held the lilies out to me I threw them back in his face. Even as I did it I felt awful - disgusted with myself. But my guilt only made me angrier and when Liam stormed off, trampling the crushed flowers, I didn’t go after him. I just let him walk away - a petty act of nastiness that now I could never take back.

One of the things I found most difficult to cope with was that friends and family kept phoning me or turning up at the door, trying to help, trying to do things for me. I knew they had good intentions but I just wanted to be left alone and no one seemed to be able to understand that. In another month I was supposed to be going to California for a week in early December to stay with Laura, a friend who had emigrated to America last year. Liam and I had bought plane tickets to visit her months ago. When she phoned after the funeral I burst into tears and told her I couldn’t possibly still go, but she begged me to wait and see how I felt nearer the time. It was too late to get my money back on the plane tickets so I agreed, just to keep her happy, even though I had no intention whatsoever of going. The only time I really went out of the house was to buy food and even that was torturous - not the actual leaving so much as the coming back to an empty house afterwards. When I was away I longed to be back at home and when I was at home I longed to be away. I was trapped in a state of constant restlessness that never seemed to get any easier no matter where I was or what I was doing.

Friends and family members would turn up, trying to persuade me to go out for the day with them, saying that it wasn’t good for me to be all alone in the house. But I always refused to leave. The house was my haven. I couldn’t bear to see anyone who’d known Liam for they might try to talk to me about him, they might bring up old memories, they might drive the knife in and twist it even  further. So I cut myself off from everyone as much as I could, and if I was having a really bad day then I unplugged the phone and stayed out of sight of the windows if the doorbell rang until whoever was out there gave up and went away.

Unfortunately, this didn’t work with my mother because she had her own key. There was no point in hiding from her when she would only barge in by herself if I did. One day, after two months of watching me wallow in misery, she came by to lecture me about all the things that still had to be done.

‘Done?’ I repeated stupidly. ‘What do you mean? I’ve done everything already.’

I had done the funeral and after that I had done all the tedious legal practicalities - gone to my bank and my solicitor, obtained all the necessary documentation to secure my bereavement payment, broken down into stupid laugher when I collected the death certificate, for it seemed such a silly thing to be given a certificate  for ... I had arranged to have time off from the school I worked at, I had ensured that the mortgage continued to be paid every month along with the loan we had taken out to pay for the widescreen TV that had been a joint Christmas present. I had forced myself to do all those things before finally coming back to shut myself away in the house, like a wounded animal returning to its den to heal. What more could there possibly be still to do after all that?

‘You haven’t even started on the house yet,’ my mother said patiently.

‘I sorted out the mortgage—’ I began, but she cut me off.

‘That’s not what I mean.’ She hesitated for a moment before going on, ‘There’s his study and his clothes and all of his things still lying around. You should start clearing some of them away. See if his parents want anything. Turn the study into something else. Make a fresh start—’

‘Stop it! ’ I snapped, desperate to prevent her from saying even one more word. Deep down I knew she was right but I had already had to do so much and I couldn’t face doing any more. Just the thought of it made me feel hot and clammy and panicky - trapped, helpless and unable to breathe. I forced myself to hold it together.

I knew that if I lost it in front of my mother now, there would be no stopping her from coming over ten times a day to check on me. I refused, as calmly as I could, to pack away any of Liam’s things, for I feared it would be like losing him all over again.

But, a few days later, I began to think that perhaps she was right. At first I had been comforted by Liam’s clothes, had worn his shirts and felt close to him. But his smell had faded from them now and seeing them hanging in the wardrobe every day was a constant reminder that he was not coming home. When I realised I had worn my pyjamas all day just to avoid opening the wardrobe door I decided to grit my teeth and set to work clearing it out. It had never really been big enough for both of us anyway, so at least my clothes would no longer be creased and it would keep my mother off my back for a little while.

The first time I tried, I only managed to take one shirt out of the cupboard and drop it into one of the empty boxes standing nearby before I lost my resolve and walked away, unable to bear it for it just seemed so final. Instead I went into his study, so carefully preserved, and curled up in the large chair behind his desk, sobbing cowardly tears into the tissue clutched in my hand.

I had always loved the room. There were as many bookcases crammed in as would fit - all filled with books about myth, legend, history, superstition, folklore and fairy tales. Even the calendar on the wall still said it was September, as if the room were some kind of timeless bubble. Whenever Liam was home he would always be in here working on his laptop. He’d been away several times over the ten months we’d been married for he insisted on doing relevant research abroad where he could. I’d missed him when he’d been gone but at least then I’d always known that he was coming back. It had not been anything at all like this ...

A book lay before me on the desk, still open on the last page Liam had been looking at. It was one of those huge, ancient volumes, bound in leather and smelling of age and dry paper. He had been in the middle of a chapter detailing how to identify the devil’s familiars when they disguised themselves as animals.

It seemed that any black animal could be linked with the devil - black cats, black dogs, black swans ...

A horrible shudder went through me at the mention of black swans and the memory it summoned of them falling from the sky on the day of the funeral. Before that I hadn’t even known that there was such a thing as a black swan. The book went on to say that in ancient times villagers had killed black animals on sight for fear that the devil’s servants walked amongst them. The words sent a chill through me, although I tried to dismiss the idea for the superstition that it was.

I ran my finger over the page, feeling closer to Liam as I did so. He loved reading. And he loved folklore. The words on this page were probably the last thing he ever read. In fact, he was probably reading this right up until he got up to go and fetch me from work ... I closed the book and pushed it away. This was it. I had to get used to the idea that Liam wouldn’t be sitting here waiting for me any more when I got home. He was gone and that was that - no amount of crying was ever going to bring him back.

I picked the book up and found a gap on the shelves to slot it into alongside a book Liam had written himself about magical creatures. I took it out and opened it to the contents page to see if there was anything in there about black swans. There wasn’t, but there was a small section about magic swans so I flicked to the page and read it. Of course, I had read all of Liam’s books before, but I particularly liked this one for the fact that it was full of his colourful, whimsical illustrations of mermaids, yetis and faeries.

I flicked to the page about magic swans and reacquainted myself with the myth immortalised by Swan Lake of beings who were swans by day and beautiful women by night. Liam had also noted that, like mermaids, these swan princesses were said to possess magical voices with which they could enchant any human they chose - especially in swan form, when their song was said to be the most potent of all enchantments. But where mermaids and harpies used their silvery voices to lure sailors to a watery grave, it seemed that the swan princesses sang so that their true love would be able to find them however far apart they might be from one  another. The book reassured me with its sweet interpretation of the myth, distinctly devoid of anything sinister or demonic.

The next day I tried again with the wardrobe and, this time, I made myself finish it, although it took me the entire day and was almost as difficult as the funeral itself. I could picture him in every piece of clothing that I packed away - every jumper, jacket and pair of trousers ... One of his shirts was stained with red wine where I had spilt my drink on him at a friend’s birthday party we had gone to just the night before he died. And his lucky jeans were ripped and still stained from the two parachute jumps he’d done since our wedding. He’d come to love speed and adrenalin rushes and had been planning on doing a skydive next. In the last year he had developed something of a daredevil nature where his hobbies were concerned and it seemed ironic now that I had worried a little about him dying doing something dangerous.

Finally I came to the bag of things I’d been given by the undertakers containing everything Liam had had on him when he’d died. The grass stains on the T-shirt and jeans made me feel sick as I remembered how he’d crumpled to the ground, half-dragging me with him. We’d been at the lake near the house, tossing stale bread into the water for the ducks and swans clustered by the bank. The water was painted golden by the low sun and there was a balmy warmth even though we were now coming towards the end of summer. Children ran about behind us, playing and eating ice creams from the omnipresent ice cream van, or else feeding the ducks like we were.

I can’t remember what Liam and I talked about as we stood there on that warm summer evening. I spent a lot of time afterwards trying to recall our conversation but found I couldn’t. It was eclipsed by the thing that happened next. He had been complaining of a headache all day but had taken some painkillers that morning and I had thought nothing more of it. He got headaches sometimes, but they were never severe and didn’t usually last very long.

When the birds had eaten all the bread we brushed off our hands and started strolling towards one of the benches. We were about halfway there when Liam stopped.

‘What’s the matter?’ I asked, stopping too.

‘It’s this headache,’ Liam replied in a strange voice, both hands massaging his temples.

‘Take some more aspirin,’ I suggested.

‘I’ve been taking aspirin all day,’ he said. ‘It’s not ... helping.’

I started to say something else - I can’t remember what. Even then I wasn’t really concerned. After all, it was only a headache. But then he staggered, clutching at my shoulders to support himself.

‘Hey, are you okay?’ I asked sharply, suddenly very concerned indeed.

I’ll always remember the look he gave me. It was one of those funny, crooked half-smiles I knew so well - warm and reassuring despite the strange puzzlement in his eyes. But then he collapsed - folding up on the green grass and dragging me with him. By the time my mobile phone was in my hand, Liam was unconscious. He was still alive when the ambulance arrived but he died before we reached the hospital. I didn’t even get to do the hours of anxious waiting in the waiting room. The doctor explained to me that he had suffered a cerebral aneurysm. I stared at him blankly, waiting for more. That couldn’t just be it. It had all happened so fast. We had been feeding the ducks together less than half an hour ago. This was ridiculous beyond belief. Somebody must have made a most dreadful mistake ...

‘I don’t understand how this can happen,’ I said flatly, vaguely aware that my voice sounded completely and utterly emotionless. The doctor started rattling off causes - high blood pressure, head trauma or even just a matter of a pre-existing congenital disorder - they couldn’t be sure and sometimes these things just happened and that was all there was to it ...

There was an itemised list inside the bag and I ran my eye down it to distract myself: T-shirt, jeans, trainers, watch, wallet, knight, wedding ring, loose change . . . I frowned and my eyes moved back up the list. Knight? I emptied the bag out onto the floor, moved the clothes and shoes to one side and then found four small clear plastic bags. One held Liam’s wallet, the second about two pounds  in loose change, the third held his watch and in the fourth bag was a small black knight just a little taller than my thumb. A large, rusty nail had been shoved though his visored helmet.

I gazed at the little figure in surprise. According to the list it had been found in Liam’s jacket pocket. I had never seen it before and could only assume a child had lost it, Liam had found it and, for some odd reason, picked it up. I put it to one side with the other things. Then I picked up the grass-stained clothes and put them in the box with the others, profoundly glad to be rid of that particular outfit. I never, ever wanted to see it again.

I drove the boxes to a clothes bank that afternoon. And that was when I first began to feel it - that prickly sensation of being watched. As I carried the boxes out I kept turning around to look behind me, sure that someone must be staring at me intently to make the sensation so strong and insistent. But there was nobody around apart from a few people waiting at a bus stop who didn’t seem to be paying me any attention. In another moment the feeling had passed so I shrugged it off, put the empty boxes back in the car and drove home.

Ever since Liam’s funeral I had occasionally had strange, surreal dreams involving swans and that night I dreamt I stood on the deck of a large, majestic old ship. The deck was deserted but for me. It was quiet. And icy cold. I strained my eyes out across the black ocean but it was too dark to see anything. I wondered absently if it was going to snow. Even as the thought flew through my mind the sky filled with falling black feathers. They brushed against my bare arms, falling over the side of the boat to float in the water and landing at my feet to cover the deck in a sleek black carpet. I stretched out my arms, twirling on the spot, enjoying the silky touch of the feathers as they brushed against my skin. It was like being inside a large, rather surreal snow globe.

The odd thing about these dreams was that I quite enjoyed them at the time. I felt . . . a sort of contentment. There was no grief pressing down on me any more. But when I woke up I would be swamped with an intense sense of loss . . . only it wasn’t for  Liam. It was for something else. Almost as if I’d lost something I hadn’t even known I’d had . . .
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Wedding Photos


 It was another couple of weeks - right at the end of November - before something else happened. Ever since that day when I’d cleared out Liam’s clothes I had experienced those strange moments when I was convinced I was being watched. The back of my neck would prickle and the fine hairs along my arms would stand up. I mentioned it to my mother one day, who promptly prattled off some sentimental rubbish about Liam watching over me from wherever he was now. But it wasn’t Liam.

It never lasted very long - only ever a moment or two - so it was hard to know if I was really imagining it or not. I never saw anyone and it did, after all, seem a ridiculous notion that there was some unseen observer lurking about all the time.

But then, one day, I decided to look at my wedding album. Since Liam had died I hadn’t been able to look at any of the photos, but that evening I took the album out of the cupboard, sat down in the middle of the bed with it and opened the front cover. My eyes automatically went to Liam on the first page of photographs of the two of us in front of the church. It had been a sunny day and the golden light gleamed off his chestnut hair. In every photo he had that boyish grin I knew so well and triumphant happiness shone in his eyes as if he truly believed that every man there must envy him the freakish white bride on his arm.

Then my gaze flicked to myself in my pale-blue wedding dress and I jumped in horror. There was something wrong - dreadfully wrong - with my face. I had spent my entire wedding day grinning like an idiot but in this photo . . . it was hideous . . . my face was  screwed up in pain. I looked like I was in physical agony. There I was, in that lovely dress, holding the arm of the man I loved most in the whole world on the happiest day of my life and yet I looked as if I was dying.

I gripped the wedding album and hurriedly flicked all the way through the photos. It was the same in every single one. My posture was as it should have been but my face . . . On the last page my mouth gaped open almost unnaturally wide as if I were screaming with the full force of my lungs. Liam stood beside me grinning, oblivious to whatever was wrong with me. I knew I hadn’t looked like that on my wedding day. I knew I hadn’t looked like that in these photos before. When Liam and I had gone through this album together we had both looked as happy in the photos as we had felt at the time. I snapped the album shut as if some awful  thing might escape from those dreadful pictures and devour me.

The deep sadness I had felt moments ago was now eclipsed by a terrible, cold fear that chilled me to the bone. I wondered if I could be missing Liam so much that the grief of it was actually starting to turn me a little mad. The thought terrified me . . . I tried to tell myself that I was just tired. I would go to sleep and, in the morning, the photos would be back to normal. I hurriedly put the album back in the wardrobe and then went to bed.

But I couldn’t sleep. I felt unsafe and uneasy being alone in the house. The photos weighed on my mind, filling me with a horrible sense of strangeness which made everything feel odd. Even the familiar bed seemed different. I lay there for a while, listening to the sound of the heavy rain that had started half an hour ago splattering against the glass. In the end I gave up and got out of bed. I had no need to turn on the light as I’d left the curtains tied back and the street lamp on the quiet road outside shed a soft glow into the room. I went over to the wardrobe and took the wedding album out. It was illogical, but I felt I would rest easier if it wasn’t in the same room with me, so I carried it out of the bedroom, treading softly even though there was no one else there for me to disturb any more. After dumping it on the coffee table in the lounge, I went back to the bedroom.

And that was when I saw the man outside.

He stood beneath the street lamp on the other side of the road and appeared to be watching the house. I froze with my hand still gripping the edge of the quilt where I had been about to get back into the bed, wondering if he could see me. It was almost two in the morning and chucking it down with rain. What on earth was he doing out there?

I couldn’t see him properly because he wore a dark waterproof coat with the hood drawn up over his head. The light from the street lamp above him cast a slick, shiny sheen across that hood, reflecting rainbow colours as if drops of oil rolled down it rather than water. The effect was frightening and out of place and unnatural. His face was lost in shadows and his hands were thrust into his pockets. The sudden and completely unexpected sight of him sent a horrible chill right through me and I felt my heart speed up fearfully in my chest.

If he had been a drunk, stumbling home from the nearby pub, singing tunelessly, I would not have felt so threatened for I could have explained his presence. But he was just standing there motionless, staring directly towards my house, getting soaked by the rain and I was suddenly painfully aware that without Liam I was alone and vulnerable here.

I decided to call the police, but as soon as my hand began to move towards the phone on the nearby table, the man outside turned abruptly, his hooded head bowed against the force of the rain as he slowly walked away. I moved closer to the window and watched until he turned a corner at the end of the road and disappeared from sight.

How long had he been there and what did he want? I didn’t think he would have been able to see me from that distance, for when I got up I hadn’t turned on the light, but it was possible he had caught some hint of movement and that that was why he had left . . . Perhaps he was a thief who’d been checking out the properties in the area. Perhaps he was the reason I had had that occasional feeling of being watched. Perhaps I had not been imagining it after all . . .

After a brief hesitation, I phoned the police. Of course I could tell them next to nothing about the man - I couldn’t even describe him - and so there wasn’t very much they could do, but the officer I spoke to seemed to take what I had to say seriously and just the act of reporting it made me feel a little better. But I did not sleep that night. And as the dark hours dragged by I felt Liam’s absence in the house even more keenly than usual.
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Jaxon Thorpe


 It was only when the sun started shining through the windows the next morning that I at last felt safe enough to fall asleep. About four hours later I was woken up by the sound of the doorbell and scrambled out of bed thinking it was probably the postman. But when I opened the front door I found a man I didn’t recognise standing on the doorstep, his car parked in the drive behind my own.

He was thirty years old or so, quite tall, with strawberry-blond hair and laughing blue eyes. A grin of delight spread across his pleasant face at the sight of me.

‘You must be Jasmyn,’ he said.

I was suddenly self-consciously aware of my appearance. I was wearing long pyjama bottoms but only a strapped top. I didn’t often wear clothes like that in public for they showed too much of my white skin, emphasising the fact that I was different rather than disguising it. My self-confidence had taken a plunge since Liam died. When he’d been around I’d felt good whatever I was wearing. Now I was horribly aware of my white arms and shoulders and my long white hair, still tousled from sleep. It was painfully obvious that I had only just got out of bed, even though it was practically midday, but, to my relief, the stranger tactfully pretended not to notice.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, running my hand self-consciously through my hair, trying to neaten it. ‘Do I know you?’

His smile broadened. ‘Not yet, my dear. But I feel like I know you already, Liam always talked about you so much. My name’s  Jaxon Thorpe. I expect your husband’s told you all about me. Is he here? I’ve come a long way to see him.’

My mind was in a whirl. I’d never heard the name Jaxon Thorpe before and yet this man seemed to expect me to know him. Worse still, he obviously had no idea that Liam was dead. ‘How . . . how do you know Liam?’ I stammered foolishly.

‘We worked together a year or so ago,’ Jaxon replied. ‘You don’t mean he didn’t tell you all about me? It’s lucky I’m not the sensitive type or I might be quite upset by that.’

‘Jaxon,’ I said and then swallowed. ‘I’m sorry but Liam . . . he died. Almost three months ago now.’

I expected the colour to drain from the man’s face, for him to gasp and for the smile to disappear altogether. I expected the usual shocked, horrified reaction, especially in light of what he had just been saying.

Instead he laughed humourlessly. ‘So he did tell you about me!’ he exclaimed, a gleam in his eye. ‘That won’t work, you know. Come on, tell me where he is.’

I stared at him. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I said coldly.

I made to close the door but Jaxon thrust his foot into the crack before I could do so and forced it open.

‘What are you doing?’ I exclaimed in alarm as he barged inside.

‘Where is he?’ he snapped, his blue eyes no longer at all friendly.

‘I already told you!’ Suddenly a horrible thought occurred to me and I said, ‘Did you . . . did you come to the house last night?’

‘I only arrived in the country this morning. Now, tell me where he is!’

‘Get out!’ I snapped, not knowing whether to believe him or not, appalled by his rudeness and frightened by the way he had turned nasty so quickly. ‘What the hell is wrong with you?’

He didn’t answer but instead walked straight past me, opening the first door he came across, which happened to be the bedroom.

‘If the bastard’s dead,’ he snarled, walking over to the cupboard, ‘then why are all his clothes in—’ He broke off in surprise when he flung the doors open to see only my clothes hanging up inside.

His head snapped around and his gaze swept the room, searching in vain for some sign that a man shared it with me. When he found none he looked again at my face and for the first time it seemed to occur to him that I might be telling the truth.

‘Who did it?’ he growled, pale with anger. ‘Was it Lukas? Adrian? Was it Ben?’

‘Ben?’ I repeated stupidly.

‘His brother.’

‘I know who Ben is! Liam died from natural causes. Nobody killed him! Ben certainly would never—’

‘I . . . I want to see his death certificate,’ Jaxon said hoarsely.

I took a deep breath. ‘If you don’t leave my house right now,’ I said, ‘I’m calling the police.’

He hesitated for a moment before walking past me to the front door. He didn’t go through it but stood beside it, hands held up placatingly as he said, ‘Are you sure - are you sure - that he’s dead? Did you see his body? Did you—’

‘I saw the body!’ I snapped. ‘Trust me, he’s dead!’

Scowling, he turned away without another word, but I found myself grabbing his arm to stop him from leaving, suddenly feeling more angry than scared as I said, ‘How the hell did you even know Liam? I can’t imagine him having much time for someone like you!’

‘Someone like me?’ Jaxon repeated quietly, gazing into my face with an expression I found impossible to read. ‘Oh dear, he really didn’t tell you anything at all, did he?’ He leaned closer to whisper in my ear, the warmth of his breath on my neck making me cringe. ‘Brace yourself, darling. Liam was far blacker than I could ever be.’

He stepped back with a smile, clearly pleased with himself as he shook off my hand and stalked out of the house to his car. I glared after him, trying to think of some insult to shout at his back but I was too slow and in another moment he was inside the  car. The image of that smug smile remained in my mind and I ran out to pick up one of the loose stones on the drive. I just couldn’t bear the thought of that arrogant bastard driving away thinking I would doubt Liam - even for a second - based on what he had just said to me. I hadn’t had the wit to tell him to his face that I didn’t believe him so I did the only thing I could think of, and that was to draw back my arm and throw the stone at his car as he pulled out of the drive, sending it straight through the back window with a profoundly satisfying breaking of glass.

I half-expected him to stop the car, storm back to the house and demand money to pay for it but he just pulled into the road and drove away, leaving me standing there in the drive shaking a little. I regretted throwing the stone almost at once for now he might come back. I glanced at the houses on either side of mine, hoping none of my neighbours had seen what I’d just done.

I hurried back inside and automatically reached for the phone, but hesitated before dialling 999. What exactly could I say to the police? That a man who didn’t like my late husband very much had come to my house and been very angry to learn of his death? That he assumed instantly that it had been premeditated murder? I’d never heard the other two names - Adrian and Lukas - that he’d mentioned. As for Ben . . . well, the idea of him killing anyone, let alone his own brother, was quite absurd. So I picked up the phone and called him. Jaxon obviously knew him and I thought that he might be able to explain this lunatic and the madness he’d babbled at me.

I hadn’t seen him since the funeral. After taking me back to the car from the graveyard, he had left, not even coming to the reception afterwards. When I asked his mother about it a few days later she said that he’d gone back to Germany.

‘You understand, of course, how difficult all this is for Ben,’ she said when I expressed surprise.

‘Difficult for Ben?’ I spluttered before I could stop myself.

It had been difficult for me, but I had still made all the funeral arrangements, I had sat there enduring the service, I had cleared out his clothes and possessions. I sympathised with Ben for the  horrible situation he found himself in, having parted from his brother on bad terms before his death, but he only had himself to blame. I didn’t know what they had fallen out about for Liam had refused to tell me. That in itself had worried me at the time as he usually told me everything. Liam did not bear grudges and so I knew Ben must have done something very unpleasant indeed to cause such a long rift between them.

The last time I ever saw them together was just a couple of weeks before the wedding when Liam and I had walked into our house one afternoon to find Ben sitting at our kitchen table with a glass and a bottle of Jameson’s in front of him.

‘Christ, Ben, you scared me half to death!’ Liam exclaimed when we walked in and found him sitting there. ‘How did you get in?’

‘Spare key under the doormat,’ Ben replied sourly. ‘Still. You should find a more imaginative place to hide it.’

He disguised it well but I could tell from the slight slur in his voice that he was drunk - the first time I’d ever seen him so in all the years I had known him. I felt uneasy at once and thought that something must have happened to make him come to our house like this.

‘Would you like some coffee, Ben?’ I said, aware of him watching me from heavily lidded eyes as I walked over to the machine.

‘No thanks.’ He turned his gaze back to Liam and said, ‘I’ve just come from Mum’s. I understand congratulations are in order.’

Liam glanced at me, then said with a smile, ‘That’s right. Jaz and I are engaged. I wish Mum hadn’t told you, though. I wanted to do it myself.’

‘Huh,’ Ben grunted and I could tell he’d already lost interest in the topic. He stood up and you would never have known from his movements that he was drunk as he picked up the bottle and replaced it neatly where he’d found it in the cupboard before glancing at me and saying, ‘This is where it goes, isn’t it, Jasmyn?’

‘Yes,’ I replied.

‘It’s in the right place?’

‘Yes,’ I said again.

‘Good, I’m glad about that,’ he said, sounding a little churlish  as he turned back around to Liam. ‘I need to talk to you,’ he said, ‘about a business proposition.’

‘Business proposition?’ Liam repeated, instantly sounding wary. ‘Ben, I don’t have a lot of money. You know that.’

‘You’ll hear me out, though.’ It sounded more like an order than a request. ‘Besides, I need you to give me a ride home. I got a lift over here. My car’s in the garage.’

He wouldn’t be able to drive in his state anyway, I thought, a little resentfully. Who did he think he was, turning up like this and ordering Liam about in his own house? I even wondered if he was in some kind of trouble. After all, I had known Ben for a long time and I had never seen him like this before.

But Liam took him home and was gone for several hours. And when he got back he seemed to be in a cheerful enough mood and tried to brush over Ben’s drunkenness, saying he was only a little put out because he couldn’t find anyone to invest in a certain German business with him. Although that was the last time I ever saw the two of them in the same room together, I found it hard to believe that was what they’d fallen out about so irrevocably. Liam had seemed in a perfectly good mood when he got home and had told me that Ben wasn’t overly upset about his refusal to get involved in the business venture, for he hadn’t really expected anything else anyway. I thought that their argument must have occurred shortly afterwards but I couldn’t be sure. The only time Liam had spoken to me about it was when I’d tried to talk him into inviting Ben to the family Christmas party last year.

‘Can’t you even tell me what the argument was about?’ I’d asked. ‘I can’t believe it was really as bad as all that. I know he’s quiet but he never seemed the malicious type to me and he is your brother—’

‘Don’t let him fool you!’ Liam interrupted in an uncharacteristically sharp voice. ‘He’s clever, I’ll give him that, but Ben’s problem is that he’s never cared about anyone but Ben!’

‘What did he do?’ I asked again.

But Liam just shrugged and said, ‘Do me a favour, Jaz, and stop  all this Ben talk. You know what he’s like at parties, he’d only stand in the corner by himself looking miserable anyway.’

I giggled despite myself as Liam did a very accurate impression of the aloof, rather superior expression that Ben always seemed to wear whenever there were large numbers of people around. I dropped the subject, intending to work on him again later. I hadn’t known then that my time with Liam was almost over.

I didn’t have any contact details for Ben so I had to phone his parents to get his mobile number. His mother sounded surprised and asked why I wanted to get in touch with him, so I simply told her that I had been clearing out Liam’s things and thought Ben might like to have some of them. She seemed oddly reluctant to give me his number but I got it from her in the end.

Throughout the day I left five messages asking him to call me back. On the sixth message I said I needed to talk to him about a man named Jaxon Thorpe.

He called me back within five minutes.

‘Where did you hear that name?’ Ben snapped without preamble as soon as I answered the phone.

‘He came to my house this morning,’ I replied, instantly feeling irritated by his tone.

‘I beg your pardon?’ he asked in a dangerously low voice, as if I had just said something disgusting.

‘He came to the house,’ I repeated. ‘He wanted to see Liam. When I told him he was dead he assumed he’d been murdered. He even asked me if you were the one who’d done it! So can you please tell me what the hell is going on? How do you know that man?’

‘He’s . . . he’s an old friend of Liam’s.’

‘Old friend?’ I repeated, somewhat shrilly. ‘Old friend ? Liam would never have been friends with someone like that. What about Adrian and Lukas?’

I heard Ben take a deep breath on the other end of the line. ‘I have no idea,’ he said. ‘I’ve never heard those names before. Liam didn’t seek my approval for every one of his many acquaintances.

He was a popular man. I don’t know why you expect me to know who all his friends were.’

‘But why did Jaxon Thorpe think that you might have—?’ The words stuck in my throat and I found I was unable to finish the sentence.

‘I’m sure he wasn’t being serious when he said that,’ Ben said impatiently. ‘He was just referring to the argument we had. What else did he say?’

‘When I told him Liam was dead he didn’t believe me and forced his way into the house!’ I said.

There was silence for a moment, but if I was expecting Ben to be loudly indignant and furious on my behalf I was sadly disappointed.

‘And?’ he prompted impatiently. ‘What then?’

I sighed. ‘He realised I was telling the truth and left. If you don’t tell me what’s going on I’m going to call the police.’

‘And tell them what?’

I hesitated for, of course, this was the problem. What could I say?

‘Do what you want, Jasmyn, but Jaxon doesn’t even live in England. He’s probably on his way back to America by now already.’

‘How did he know Liam?’

‘They met whilst Liam was in Munich researching the Swan King.’
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