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Telos:


from the Ancient Greek τέλος:
an end, purpose or goal.


Fulfilment.


The belief that everything in nature
(specifically a person)
has a potential it can reach when it is most ‘itself’.
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finding fulfilment in the service of humankind.




1


The Lab


‘One step closer,’ Rachel commanded.


Luke sighed and moved nearer. He was now standing directly across the desk.


Rachel paused as she made a small adjustment. ‘Okay. Ready.’


‘What do you want me to do?’


‘Make eye contact, for a start.’


Luke raised his head. His eyes were deep blue and fringed with thick, dark lashes. ‘Eye contact established. What now?’


‘I need you to be feeling a powerful emotion. Something recognisable. So think of something that you feel strongly about. Don’t say what it is.’


Luke’s gaze flicked to Rachel’s and then away again. She saw him draw a deep breath and then narrow his eyes in concentration. He stared, with electric intensity. Rachel observed him closely. He seemed to have forgotten to breathe. She saw his eyes flare. His pupils widened visibly and she heard a change in his breathing. His hands tightened into fists.


‘What do you see?’ she said.


The voice beside her was low and quiet. ‘Pupil dilation, respiration shortened and more rapid, up to twenty breaths per minute, heart rate increased by—’


‘Luke’s wristband is picking up his vital statistics and I can read them on my screen,’ Rachel said impatiently. ‘Tell me what he’s feeling. What do you sense?’


There was a long silence before the figure at Rachel’s side spoke again. ‘He is focused. Not agitated, but concentrating very hard.’


‘Good,’ said Rachel. ‘Keep going.’


‘He is frowning. His temperature is steady, and I see no signs of anger. I don’t believe I have made him angry.’


‘Not yet,’ said Luke.


‘He said “not yet” as if it were a warning, but I detect a smile. Was that a joke?’


‘As close to a joke as you’ll ever get from Luke,’ said Rachel.


‘Is this going to take long?’ said Luke.


‘I think I have it!’ The voice was excited. ‘He is impatient because we are taking up his time.’


‘Impatient,’ said Rachel. ‘Was that it, Luke? Was that the emotion you were expressing?’


Luke laughed and visibly relaxed. ‘I would have said irritated. But, yeah, impatient is close enough. Can we stop now?’


‘Don’t be a spoilsport,’ said Rachel. ‘It’s going so well. Just a few minutes more . . .’ She checked her watch. ‘Oh no! Look at the time. I must get away on time today – it’s our anniversary. Eighteen years. Can you believe it?’


‘I can,’ said Luke drily.


‘Aidan’s booked us in for dinner at the Old Saxon. I was so thrilled when he told me. You can’t get a table there for love or money. He must have organised it months ago.’ Her smile was wide with excitement.


‘Sounds like fun,’ said Luke. ‘Happy anniversary.’


‘Thanks.’


Rachel stood up from her chair and stretched. The last rays of sunlight slanted in through the windows, dappling the teetering stacks of paper on her chaotic desk. She moved over to the window and looked out at the smooth lawns which surrounded the laboratory building. It had been a beautiful spring day and it promised to be a lovely evening. She imagined holding Aidan’s hand across the restaurant table, sipping a cool glass of wine. She would put work out of her mind for once and relax. Yes, there was a tiny glitch she’d spotted in the experiment, and she’d have liked the time to run the sequence one more time and solve it, but not now. Now was the time to switch off.


She looked over to Luke’s side of the lab. He had crossed to one of his workbenches and was recording some data on a clipboard in his small, meticulous handwriting. She made fun of him for writing things out by hand before he entered the information into his computer, but he was insistent.


‘I like to form things manually,’ he’d say when challenged. ‘If it doesn’t exist physically, it isn’t real to me.’


She laughed at that – she could make mountains move and galaxies whirl with the keystrokes of her computer and that was as real as any column of handwritten figures. But Luke was adamant. ‘I think with my hands,’ he’d repeat insistently. And he did. She had never worked with such a fine mechanical engineer. If she could conceive of something, Luke could build it. His obsessive attention to detail equalled her own, and his creativity was boundless.


When she’d joined Telos she’d imagined she would be working in a large team. But the organisation’s policy was to pair scientists with complementary skills. They held excruciating meet-and-greet induction events to matchmake researchers.


Luke, who had joined at the same time as Rachel, had refused to participate in the speed-dating event. He’d sat alone at a table, working on his laptop, not talking to anyone. Passing behind him on her way to get coffee, Rachel had glimpsed a 3D diagram of a human hand. He was trying to model the motion of a finger and thumb pinching together. But there was an error somewhere and the movement had a judder which he couldn’t seem to remove. Rachel could sense his frustration, but his squared shoulders and fierce demeanour made her nervous to talk to him. She glanced around for something to write on and, finding nothing, took the sticky nametag label off her lab coat. ‘Try this:’ she wrote on it, and scribbled a few lines of code. She stuck the label to the table next to his clenched left fist and walked away.


Half an hour later, she was deep in conversation with a behavioural psychologist when Luke appeared and loomed over them. Her companion stopped speaking and looked up. Luke was holding his laptop. He spun it around so they could see the screen. The finger and thumb closed in a smooth, even motion.


‘I’ll work with you,’ he said abruptly.


Now, three years, countless arguments and some of the most fruitful research of her career later, Luke looked up and saw her watching him. He raised his eyebrows inquiringly.


‘One more go?’ he asked.


She shook her head. ‘I really had better get moving or I’ll be late.’ She took her mobile phone out of her lab-coat pocket to text her daughter.


[image: Icon] Hi honey. I left a pizza in the fridge for you. How’s chemistry?


Chloe’s reply was instant.


[image: Icon] Yeah cool. Thanks for pizza. Good. Just designing my study plan.


[image: Icon] ‘Designing’? Does that mean chatting to Amy on Snapchat?


[image: Icon] Snapchat? Ooh, get you, Mum, down with the kids with your social-media terms.


[image: Icon] I think you’ll find that’s ‘Down wit teh kidz’.


Chloe replied with a little image of a face, its eyes raised heavenwards.


[image: Icon] What does that mean?


[image: Icon] Eye-roll emoji. Lame Mum-joke.


Chloe added a face whose spectacles and grey hair in a bun suggested a pensioner.


Rachel laughed and went over to Luke’s desk to show the image to him. ‘This is how my daughter sees me,’ she said.


‘I see a certain resemblance.’


‘I get enough lip from her already, thank you. Aidan says she’s fifteen going on thirty-five. It’s my own fault, of course. I wanted a strong-willed daughter who could stand up for herself. I didn’t really think that through.’


Rachel imagined Chloe sitting cross-legged on her bed, her thumbs flying across the phone screen faster than she could speak, her long hair, so like Rachel’s own, falling to her shoulders like spun sugar. Her smile was more like Aidan’s, with a sardonic twist at the corners. Rachel felt a sudden swell of love.


[image: Icon] Cheeky (fierce mum-face emoji). I’m late to meet Dad. Got to go. Love you.


[image: Icon] Happy anniversary, you crazy lovebirds. Have fun.


Rachel pocketed her phone, logged out of her computer and headed to the cloakroom to collect her things. The room seemed empty without her. But then the voice spoke again, making Luke jump a little. He’d forgotten he was not alone.


‘Have we concluded our work for the day?’


‘It would appear so. Why?’ said Luke.


‘I sense a change in you. When Rachel checked her watch just now, your vital signs became more agitated. Were you responding to her announcement that she needed to leave on time to get to her anniversary dinner?’


‘Hardly,’ Luke said, and laughed.


‘Heightened colour in the face often signifies embarrassment or emotional stress,’ said the voice.


‘Who has heightened colour?’


‘You do. And your heart rate is beginning to speed up again, which is a sign of—’


Luke abruptly unbuckled the wristband which transmitted his physiological signs and tossed it among the chaos of Rachel’s desk.


‘You may choose not to participate further in the experiment, but the recorded data is incontrovertible. May I remind you that I registered your emotional upheaval?’


‘May I remind you that I know where your off button is?’ said Luke.


‘I don’t have an off button.’


‘I built your circuitry, so I know exactly which wire to snip.’


‘Another joke?’


‘I don’t make jokes. You should know that by now.’


Rachel came back into the room. She had shed her white lab coat and was wearing an emerald-green dress which reflected the unusual colour of her eyes. She had brushed out her long blonde hair.


‘Your ensemble is aesthetically pleasing,’ said the voice.


‘Thanks,’ said Rachel offhandedly. ‘Bye, Luke, I’ll see you tomorrow.’ She waved to him as she picked up her coat and headed for the door. ‘Can you put it in rest mode and onto charge?’


‘Sure. And by the way, you do look—’ he began, but Rachel was already gone. He sighed. He expected the voice to comment, but it was silent. As he moved around the room, tidying up and wrapping up for the day, he caught a trace of Rachel’s perfume in the air. Almost as soon as he recognised it, it was gone. Like Rachel herself, it seemed to slip away from him.
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Aidan


Rachel was late. No, thought Aidan. That wasn’t quite right. She was halfway late. It was fifteen minutes after the time they’d arranged to meet but still fifteen minutes before the time he could realistically expect her to arrive.


He’d arrived at the restaurant on the dot of seven and settled himself at a table by the window, with a view of the River Cam. He’d ordered a bottle of their favourite Sauvignon Blanc and a basket of bread. Sipping his wine, he gazed out at the tourists and students as they ambled along the towpath. Maybe he and Rachel could go for a stroll after dinner? It was a long time since they’d had time to walk aimlessly, holding hands, chatting. He’d like that.


He pulled his phone towards him. No message from her. He wasn’t surprised. She moved too fast to stop and send a text. ‘I’ll be there a minute sooner if I just come rather than stopping to tell you I’m on my way,’ she reasoned.


There was, however, a text from his boss, Fiona.


Can you get in a bit early to open up tomorrow morning, Aid? Need to do some work on the accounts and it’s quieter at home.


No prob, he fired back. He liked Fiona and was happy to help her out.


Fiona was posh – the sort of person he’d never encountered when he was growing up. Yet she was one of the kindest, most generous people he had ever met. She had started Foothold, a non-profit organisation, fifteen years before, using her expertise as a recruitment consultant to help people who had been out of work for a long time gain skills and confidence. She’d built the team organically, as she’d discovered what help people might need. Her first hire had been Lola, an energetic, bright-eyed actor who worked with the clients on interview and presentation skills. Thomas, a gentle, introverted writer, helped them to develop and refine CVs and write compelling covering letters. Aidan had come on board to teach clients about computers – some of them had never sent an email or accessed the internet, others wanted to gain a concrete skill such as data entry or basic web design. Fiona’s most recent hire was Kate, an occupational psychologist. Over time they’d come to realise that the burden of unemployment sometimes affected people’s mental health. Kate was there to work with them, build their self-esteem and get them professional assistance if they needed it.


Foothold was a good place to work. Sometimes it could be difficult and frustrating and clients could take one step forward and then two steps back, but Aidan loved it. He felt he was making a difference. It wasn’t glamorous or well paid, and there was no scope for promotion, but the job was enough for him.


He and Rachel had started in the same place – in fact in exactly the same place – meeting on the first day of their undergraduate degree course in computer science. Within a very few days he’d realised that Rachel outshone him in every way. Rachel graduated with a first and the best results of their year, by a mile. They took a year off to travel, and then she was accepted for a master’s at Cambridge, followed by a PhD. Aidan earned his own modest 2:2 and looked for the kind of job that would pay the bills, first in London and then up in Cambridge when it became clear Rachel would be there for some years. Marriage followed, then Chloe . . . and suddenly, here they were eighteen years later. And here he was, waiting for his wife once again.


Rachel crossed the restaurant to join him, moving so fast her hair lifted behind her like a streak of light. He barely registered the eyes that turned towards her as she passed. With her slender limbs, bright eyes and crackling energy, she often got a reaction, from women as well as men. He still felt a little prickle of excitement when he saw her, a mixture of love, desire, anticipation and exasperation. She came into his arms and they kissed.


‘Sorry,’ she said.


‘No worries.’ He drew her chair out for her.


She sat down and instantly took a piece of bread from the basket. ‘I’m starving,’ she said, biting off a chunk.


‘I thought you might be. No breakfast or lunch again?’


She shook her head, still chewing. ‘Problem in the heart-rate software. The sensors are too sensitive, if you can imagine such a thing. My readings were all over the place, and then I realised someone was cutting the lawn outside and I was picking up the vibrations from the mower.’


She kept talking, explaining the details of her experiment, tearing bits off the bread and eating it hungrily. Aidan was content to sit and listen, sipping his wine and watching the sunlight in her hair.


After a few minutes she broke off, reached across the table and took his hand. ‘Happy anniversary, handsome husband.’


‘Happy anniversary, beautiful wife. Was Chloe okay?’


‘Fine. Well, she said she was “designing her study plan”. She told us to have fun.’


‘That’s nice.’


Rachel let out a sigh. ‘I’m not sure she understands how important these exams are.’


‘Are they though? Year Ten exams? It’s not like it’s her GCSE year . . .’


‘What about her predicted grades? If she’s going to go to Cambridge . . .’ Rachel stopped short, staring at Aidan’s expression. ‘She is still talking about Cambridge, isn’t she?’


‘She said something the other day about a gap year . . .’


Rachel leaned back in her chair and folded her arms.


‘What?’ said Aidan defensively.


‘Typical. She would talk to you about that. She knows perfectly well I would never fall for it.’


‘Why is it such a bad idea for her to take a year and maybe do some travelling? We did it.’


‘After university.’


‘So? She doesn’t need to dive straight from A levels into massive academic pressure at university. There’s no rush.’


‘No rush?’ Rachel looked at him like he was crazy.


‘She doesn’t even know what she wants to study yet. Give her some time.’ Aidan reached over and took her hand again. ‘Hey,’ he said gently, ‘can we leave this for now? Chloe going to uni is still years away, for a start. And secondly, how often do I get a night out with my hot wife?’


She smiled at him and squeezed his hand. ‘You’re right. Of course. But Chloe’s so smart, I just want to see her reach her full potential.’


‘And she will. She may just take a slightly different path to yours, that’s all.’


Rachel narrowed her eyes at him. ‘Next thing you’ll be recommending I try a little mindfulness.’


‘Next thing I’ll be recommending you try a little pumpkin ravioli. It’s delicious here.’


She leaned across the table and kissed him sweetly and deeply. ‘Pumpkin ravioli, Mr Sawyer? You’ve got all the sexy talk.’


‘Wait till I tell you about the chocolate ganache brownies, Dr Prosper,’ he said, murmuring against her soft lips. ‘You’ll be entirely at my mercy.’


‘Oh no,’ she breathed, ‘whatever will I do?’
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Rachel


Twenty-four hours later, Rachel checked her watch. Somehow it was six-thirty again. Where had the day gone? Luke had set off for Oxfordshire at noon to meet with a supplier, leaving her alone in the lab, and she had not looked up from her screen since two.


Aidan would have dinner ready at home for seven and she wasn’t going to be there unless she hurried. She looked back at the screen, but the letters and numbers danced before her eyes. She must be very tired. The screen looked decidedly blurred and there was a sharp pain just above her left eye.


She logged off her computer and stood. The room swayed and bent around her and she felt the pain stab again. It was all catching up with her. She gathered her bag and keys and walked out to her car.


She was the last to leave the building – the only other person still on the premises was Errol, the security guard at the main gate. Her car was baking hot from having sat in the sun all day and she felt a lurch of nausea. Maybe it was more than tiredness. Maybe she was coming down with something? She started the car and cranked up the air conditioning. She waved goodbye to Errol as she pulled out onto the main road. A quarter to seven. If she drove fast along the winding country lane, she’d be home by ten past.


But as she drove, the nausea came in waves. The pain migrated from above her eye, around the side of her head, and became a growing ache in the base of her skull and neck.


It couldn’t be . . . ? No, of course not. That was a ridiculous thought; her deepest, darkest fear. Rachel pushed it away. She put her foot down and drove a little faster. She just needed to get home.


As she swung around the tight bend, the tree loomed ahead of her, its trunk wide and straight and strong. It was beautiful. There were so many shades of green in its spring foliage, from neon brightness to something deeper, was it called hunting green? So many greens and she didn’t have names for them all. She knew she should turn the wheel, should move her foot onto the brake. But somehow no messages were reaching her body. Her mind was filled with green. Just green. Then black, then a grinding, roaring crash. Then silence.
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Aidan


Rachel Prosper was born in Maidstone in Kent, late of Swavesey in Cambridgeshire . . .


Rachel, beloved late daughter of the late Maureen and Peter, wife to Aidan, mum to Chloe . . .


My wife is late.


Seven days ago – last Wednesday – it was our wedding anniversary. We met for dinner.


She was late. She’s always late, mainly because she’s the eternal optimist. She always thinks she can cram more into the allotted minutes of the day than is physically possible. She was hungry too, so she ate and talked, and I looked at her, glowing with excitement as she chatted about work, and I thought about taking her into my arms.


Then we shared a portion of chocolate brownie, and Rachel told me to have the last bite, because she needs to watch what she eats these days.


We walked beside the river and held hands, and we were quiet, because when you’ve been together for eighteen years and you’re going to be together for another fifty, there’s all the time in the world to talk. We discussed having a weekend away together, once Rachel’s work had slowed down a bit. I knew perfectly well that would never happen, but it was nice to imagine it might.


And then we went home and made love and lay in the dark holding hands. I tried to stay awake and chat, but I was so tired. She held me close and stroked my face, and she said, ‘Come on, honey, you’re so tired. Lie on your side, twenty deep breaths and let the worries float away.’


When I woke up an hour or so later, I could see her sitting at her desk in the corner of our bedroom, working quietly. Her profile was sharp in the light of the computer and I was going to tell her she was beautiful, but I was sleepy and I dozed off again, and when I woke up in the morning, she’d already gone to work. I thought I’d text her later and tell her, but I never did.


Six days ago Rachel got into her car to come home, but she never arrived.


When I saw her again, she was lying on a narrow stainless-steel table, her body covered with a sheet. Her face was bruised and grey, and the room was unbearably, crushingly silent.


‘That’s my wife,’ I said to the man who stood beside me. ‘That’s Rachel.’ But of course it wasn’t. Rachel’s never been still in her life. Whatever that was on the table, it wasn’t the woman I love.


I can’t do this. It’s just wrong. Absurd. How can I be writing a eulogy for my wife? She’s forty-two years old, for God’s sake. I’m only forty-one. I was supposed to write her eulogy when I was ninety. Actually, she was supposed to write mine, because men almost always die first, don’t they? Or, more likely, neither of us would write anything because Chloe would do it, or one of our brood of grandchildren. That’s how it was supposed to be.


How can I be doing this now? Today? It makes no sense. But here I am, sitting at my dining-room table, trying to put words on a piece of paper because tomorrow I have to stand up at the crematorium and say something about my wife.


My late wife.


Not late because she’s got caught up in an experiment, or lost herself in a book, or become engrossed in a conversation, or for any of the myriad reasons that made her the brilliant, fiery, energetic force she was, but late because she’s late.


Gone.


In the past.


And somehow I have to live in a world where Rachel is not. I have to go back through these words I have written here and change ‘is’ to ‘was’. And then I have to go forward, into a life where Rachel is no longer by my side. And I don’t know how to do that. I just don’t know.




5


Chloe


Chloe mounted the steps to the lectern, gripping her sheet of paper tightly. She had wanted to speak at the funeral, had insisted on it, even when her dad hadn’t been sure. She’d been so certain it was the right thing to do – for her mum, for her dad, to show everyone she was okay. Now that she was here, in front of all these people, she wanted to run away. What if she tripped? Or stumbled over her words? Or cried? Or didn’t cry?


The chapel was full. People were wedged into every pew, shoulder to shoulder, and more were standing in the doorway and along the back wall. It was the biggest room at the crematorium, high-ceilinged and light with big windows and pale-wood panelling.


As Chloe placed her piece of paper on the lectern, she looked out over the crowd. Her dad was sitting in the right-hand front pew, his shoulders hunched, his hands clasped tightly together, his head bowed. She could see the deep crease of a frown between his eyebrows. His hair was rumpled and his face looked wrong to her, as it had since her mum had died – as if the skin was too loose on his bones – but he wasn’t crying. He was, as she knew too well, all cried out. Until she had had to stand up, he’d been clutching her hand tightly, almost bruising it. His mother, Chloe’s Grandma Sinead, was sitting beside him, her back straight, her eyes fixed fiercely on Chloe. Behind them were family members – no one close, because Rachel had been an only child and both her parents were dead. Nevertheless, there were cousins and aunties, only some of whom Chloe vaguely recognised. One portly middle-aged lady sniffed continuously, dabbing her eyes with a tissue and shaking her head as if she couldn’t grasp the magnitude of the tragedy. Chloe had never seen her before.


Behind ‘the family’ there were rows and rows of Rachel’s work colleagues – academics, computer nerds and intellectuals. Some were wearing suits, some were dressed in scruffy heavy-metal T-shirts and jeans, as if they had no idea how to dress or behave in public, or had never been to a funeral before. They spent their lives studying humans but only so they could make artificial ones, and they looked deeply uncomfortable. She spotted Bea, the administrator from her mum’s department, a brisk, warm and funny woman who always remembered Chloe’s birthday and sent cards and presents. She looked genuinely devastated, as did her mum’s university friends, Sam and Laura, who were wedged in at the end of a row of scientists. Laura held her newborn baby close to her chest. They lived down in London and Chloe’s mum had been trying to make time to go down and see them and meet the baby. Now she never would. She had loved babies, and for a second Chloe imagined her mum lifting Sam and Laura’s little one and smiling. It almost undid her.


The left-hand side of the chapel was packed with Chloe’s friends and their families, some of her teachers from school, acquaintances from their village and more of her parents’ friends. She saw her best friends, Amy and Jess, and their faces gave her strength. Her dad’s work colleagues formed their own group in the back pews; they had closed their office today to come and support him. Chloe guessed that the scruffy trio of young guys standing uneasily by the door might well be clients of his.


Just behind them she glimpsed a square head with close-cropped, greying hair. Luke, the mechanical engineer her mum worked with, was standing right at the back, hands jammed in his jeans pockets, head down. Why wasn’t he sitting with all the other people from Telos? He was a strange man. She had met him a few times, but he never seemed able to look her in the eye. She knew her dad didn’t like him, but her mum had always been loyal to Luke.


‘He’s outstanding at his work,’ she’d said.


‘He’s rude,’ her dad had countered.


‘He’s brilliant enough to excuse rudeness.’


‘No one’s that brilliant,’ her dad had muttered under his breath.


What would her dad make of Luke’s lurking at the back of the church? Chloe wondered. Her mum wasn’t here to defend his behaviour now.


She was suddenly aware that she’d been frozen at the lectern for some time, looking out at the faces, which were staring at her expectantly. She took a breath. She wasn’t afraid any more. Her voice rang out over the packed room, clear, unwavering and strong:




‘Soft you; a word or two before you go.


I have done the state some service, and they know’t.


No more of that. I pray you, in your letters,


When you shall these unlucky deeds relate,


Speak of me as I am; nothing extenuate,


Nor set down aught in malice: then must you speak


Of one that loved not wisely but too well.’
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Aidan


A murmur passed around the crematorium chapel. The verse from Shakespeare was a perfect choice. Aidan’s heart ached with pride as he looked up at his daughter. Then she walked stiffly back to her seat, trying to look in control, and slipped in next to him. He hoped she would put her hand back in his, but she didn’t. She drew her elbows in close to her sides and sat very still, watching the minister. He was preparing to push the button and make Rachel’s coffin slide away behind the curtains. Even though they weren’t touching, Aidan thought he could feel Chloe trembling. Or was it him?


He felt rage building in his chest. How could this be happening to his daughter? Why should she have to suffer like this?


When Chloe was born, following a long, difficult labour, she’d been exhausted and had slept, her eyes shut tightly against the light. The staff were concerned that she hadn’t eaten yet. ‘I’ll just do a little heel prick,’ said a brisk nursing sister, ‘check her blood sugar levels,’ and she’d unwrapped Chloe and grasped her tiny foot. Before Rachel or Aidan could say anything, she’d jabbed Chloe’s silky little heel with a needle, causing a bead of blood to well up. Chloe woke and wailed, and Aidan, snatching up his newborn daughter, had wept, unable to bear the fact that someone had inflicted pain on her. I will protect you, he’d promised her fiercely. I will protect you from all harm and hurt.


And oh, how he had failed.


When he’d seen the sweep of blue lights as the police car turned into their driveway, he had known instantly what it meant. And his very first thought was . . . Chloe. This will define her for the rest of her life. She will forever be the girl whose mum died when she was fifteen. It will mark her. Change her. And I can’t fix it. I can’t make it go away. I cannot protect her from this.


After the funeral, everyone went back to the house. People – mothers from Chloe’s school – had catered. The dining room table was pushed back against a wall and laden with finger food, and they had turned the dresser into a bar covered in wineglasses and teacups. (Did they really own so many teacups? Aidan wondered. Where had they been all these years?) Someone put a glass in his hand and tried to press a plate of food on him, but he refused.


He wandered from room to room, between knots of people talking, but he found their stares and murmurs disconcerting. He went into the kitchen, hoping for a moment’s peace, but it was full of women, all moving with certainty, deftly transferring warm canapés from oven trays onto serving platters. He didn’t recognise any of them, except for Tracy Lucas, mother of Chloe’s best friend, Amy. He suspected she was the driving force behind the catering and organisation. She was the welfare nurse at the junior school which Chloe and Amy had attended, but she had started out as a dinner lady and so was proficient at feeding large numbers of people. Tracy was at the sink, the sleeves of her black funeral dress rolled up, her arms plunged into the suds, washing and stacking glasses and cups with alarming speed. She glanced over her shoulder, saw him and quickly pulled her hands out of the water, wiping them on a dishcloth she’d tucked into her belt. She bustled over and hugged him.


‘Aidan,’ she said, squeezing him tightly, as if the firmness of her hug could convey more comfort.


‘Thank you,’ he said, waving helplessly, ‘for all this.’


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, it’s nothing,’ she said, and stepped back. She cast an eye over the kitchen. A few of the other women were looking at him warily.


‘I’m so sorry, Aidan,’ said a tall blonde woman he didn’t recognise. She hesitated, and then came over to pat his arm awkwardly. He hadn’t minded Tracy’s hug – they’d known each other for more than a decade. But this woman’s tentative gesture made him flinch. He felt as if his flesh was raw, as if someone had peeled his skin off, leaving his muscles and nerves exposed. Tracy was watching him closely. He’d have quite liked to talk to her. She was very warm and often funny, and she’d known Rachel well. The woman kept prattling on, as if she was afraid to let a silence in.


‘She was so young,’ she said, ‘and of course you are too. You’ve got your whole life in front of you! Who knows . . .’


Seeing Aidan’s face, she stopped.


‘Were you about to make a “plenty more fish in the sea” comment?’ he asked. To his surprise, his voice was low and dangerous.


‘No, of course not!’ she said hurriedly. ‘I just meant—’


He didn’t wait to find out what she meant. He turned and walked out of the kitchen.


Back in the living room, he was aware once more of the eyes on him. He was used to being in the background, watching a room revolve around Rachel. This scrutiny made him deeply uncomfortable. He spotted his work colleagues, who had commandeered a sofa and were huddled together. He went over and perched on the arm of the sofa, beside Fiona. She patted his knee but kept on talking. They were discussing a film some of them had seen. Aidan let out a long, slow breath. His colleagues continued to chat among themselves, not ignoring him but not forcing him to join in with the conversation. For a single, precious moment he could pretend it was an ordinary working day and that he wasn’t sitting on the arm of his own sofa, at his wife’s wake.


But of course it couldn’t last. Rachel’s Aunt Felicity had seen him. He’d heard her ostentatiously sniffing and weeping through the service but had managed to avoid talking to her. She wasn’t even Rachel’s real aunt – she was a cousin of Rachel’s mother. He’d only met her a handful of times in all the years they’d been together. She lived in Essex and bred Yorkshire terriers, and Rachel had had nothing in common with her whatsoever. She did love a good funeral though – Aidan remembered her weeping just as dramatically at Rachel’s mother Maureen’s send-off, even though Rachel’s mother had frequently referred to Felicity as ‘that crashing bore’. He knew she would come up to him any moment now and make this all about her, and he’d end up having to comfort her. For God’s sake.


Rachel had been Maureen and Peter’s only child, a late gift to a pair of clever academics. She was born when Maureen was in her late thirties and Peter a decade older. Both had doted on her and given her love and affection and the best education they could afford. Sadly, they’d both died when Rachel was still studying. First Peter, of cancer, then Maureen a year later, very suddenly of a brain aneurysm. An artery in her brain had developed a weakness. She’d suffered a few headaches and dizzy spells and had considered going to the doctor’s but hadn’t yet made the appointment. She was busy gardening, her greatest joy, when she blacked out. She was found some hours later by a neighbour and she never woke up.


It was a terrible shock. Maureen had appeared fit and young for her age and Rachel had anticipated having her around for many more years. The aneurysm had snatched her away.


‘Is it hereditary?’ Aidan had asked at the time.


‘I don’t think so,’ Rachel said. ‘I’ll do some research.’ She had never mentioned it again, so Aidan had never followed it up.


It was hereditary, it turned out. It hadn’t just been a car accident. The police had been baffled at first, that Rachel had crashed on an easy bend she had navigated thousands of times before, in perfect weather conditions. They’d quickly ascertained that there was no mechanical fault with the car either. But the post-mortem had solved the mystery – a sudden and catastrophic bleed on the brain. She had probably felt unwell minutes before, but when the aneurysm burst, she must have blacked out suddenly. Had she known? Had she been afraid? Had it hurt? He would never know.


Aidan was nowhere near being able to deal with it. And he definitely couldn’t deal with Aunt Felicity bearing down on him like a juggernaut. He knew she would want to hug him and then pin him against the wall, bombard him with clichés about the ‘great tragedy’ and tell him how Rachel had been ‘taken in her prime’ and what a ‘poor wee mite’ Chloe was. He couldn’t stand it. She was momentarily slowed by a knot of people, and Aidan saw his chance. He snatched up his glass, slipped away from his workmates and dodged out of the open front door and onto the veranda that ran along the front of the house. Once he was outside, he checked cautiously over his shoulder. Felicity was looking around, confused. She’d clearly missed his escape and wouldn’t be following him out here. He exhaled, a long sigh. He hadn’t realised he’d been holding his breath.


The veranda was a long, very un-English sweep of wooden floorboards and quaintly turned railings. When they had first viewed the property, Rachel had loved it. ‘It’s a porch!’ she’d said, affecting a terrible American accent. ‘We can get a swing and watch the neighbourhood kiddies mosey on by.’


They never did get a porch swing. For most of the year it was too cold and damp to sit outside, so Aidan had bought sturdy wooden patio chairs which would withstand the weather instead. He’d had it in mind to buy Rachel a swing as an anniversary present one year, but he hadn’t got round to it. Another regret. Just like the weekend away he’d been thinking of organising, and his unspoken dream that when Chloe went to uni, they might go travelling again. So many things they’d never get to do now.


His mother, Sinead, was sitting by herself out on the porch, perched on the bare wooden slats of one of the patio chairs.


‘You can’t be very comfortable there, Mum,’ he said, coming up behind her. ‘Can I get you a cushion?’


‘Hmmm?’ She glanced up at him. She didn’t answer the question, just indicated the chair beside her.


She’d been a beautiful woman and was still striking. She was tall, with strong features, and she wore her iron-grey hair drawn back from her face in a low bun. She’d lost weight recently, and there was a new hunch to her shoulders and a curve at the top of her spine. She was getting older.


Aidan sank into the chair beside her and sat in silence. It was an immense relief not to have to talk. His parents had divorced when he and his brother Oliver were children. His dad had headed off to live in New Zealand, and they’d had only the most sporadic contact since. Sinead had seemed to take this in her stride. She was a tough, independent woman, who’d been alone for many decades. She didn’t know how to depend on people. She loved Aidan and was distantly but firmly fond of Chloe. She wasn’t one for hugs or cakes or games, but she remembered every important date in Chloe’s life and always rang her after an exam or at the end of term to check up on her. Her relationship with Rachel had been more difficult.


Sinead was staring out at the big magnolia tree on the lawn.


‘No blooms,’ she said conversationally.


‘No,’ said Aidan. ‘Spring was too late and too cold, I think. We had a few, but they didn’t last.’


His mum was good like this. Easy small talk when big talk was too difficult. Was that it? Or was she just afraid of emotional expression? He’d never quite been able to work it out.


‘Next year,’ said Sinead with quiet confidence.


Next year. Aidan tried to imagine a next year. The magnolia usually bloomed for his and Rachel’s wedding anniversary. When it flowered again, it would be for a different anniversary altogether, and the beauty of the waxy flowers would always be an agonising reminder of her absence.


Where would he be a year from now? Still felled by the tornado that had ripped his life apart in an instant? Or would he have ‘moved on’? Would those ‘plenty of fish’ have materialised? Would he have learned to cope? Learned to smile and laugh again? Even thinking about a life in which such devastation was just a memory seemed disloyal to Rachel. The sheer wrongness of it drove him out of his chair and he stood up. Sinead glanced up, surprised.


‘All right, love?’


He looked over at her. She seemed unnaturally calm considering it was the wake of her daughter-in-law. But then Sinead didn’t go in for displays of emotion, as he knew too well from his childhood. He remembered the first time he had gone to a friend’s house to play, and his friend’s mum had enveloped her son in a hug, kissing him and squeezing him as if he had been gone for weeks, when in fact she had dropped him off at school just a few hours before. Aidan had stood by, baffled by the excess but even more confused by his friend, who had squirmed out of his mother’s arms and run away. Sinead’s love was limited to an occasional cool hand on the top of his head or a dry kiss on his cheek. What Aidan would have given for soft, enveloping hugs.


In the last year or so, she’d become even more closed off. She hardly ever rang them anymore, and when he phoned her, she seemed distracted and keen to get off the line. Perhaps, now Chloe was older, Sinead felt she had done her grandmotherly duty and could withdraw? He wouldn’t put it past her.


A footstep on the gravel path drew his attention. He turned to see a stocky figure, head bowed, approaching the house, shoulders hunched in a black leather biker’s jacket, hands jammed into trouser pockets.


Luke. Rachel’s research partner.


Aidan had glimpsed him at the funeral, standing alone at the back, away from Rachel’s other colleagues. Luke was not a joiner. Aidan had vaguely registered him slipping away from the chapel of rest as the funeral finished. He hadn’t stayed to pay his respects to Aidan and Chloe, and Aidan had been secretly relieved to see him go. He hadn’t felt up to dealing with Luke. In fact he never felt up to dealing with Luke. Rachel had been pretty much the only person who could stand him.


Aidan thought Luke was an arse. He’d first met him at a Telos Christmas party. In hindsight, he couldn’t work out why Luke had come at all. He’d stood to one side of the room, not sitting down at a table or talking to anyone, and certainly not joining the crowd of awkwardly shuffling scientists on the dance floor. It looked to Aidan as if he’d come with the express purpose of sneering at everyone else. Rachel had dragged Aidan over to say hello, and Luke could barely manage two words of greeting; he seemed to look at Aidan as he looked at everyone except Rachel, with undisguised loathing.


‘He’s just shy,’ she’d said as they walked away. ‘He’s actually fine, as long as he doesn’t have to deal with real people.’


And yet here Luke was, at the wake – a sociable occasion at which he’d have to make polite small talk and express condolences. Unless he’d come to cause trouble or be rude, which was entirely possible.


‘Luke,’ Aidan said, and his voice sounded sharper than he meant it to. ‘Thanks for coming.’


Luke looked up and seemed surprised to see Aidan standing there. He stopped, one foot on the bottom step.


‘Come in,’ Aidan found himself saying, and as Luke advanced reluctantly, ‘This is my mother, Sinead Sawyer.’


Sinead watched Luke come closer, her face expressionless. She didn’t stand up. Luke stopped in front of her chair. ‘Hi,’ he said, but didn’t offer her his hand.


‘Hello,’ Sinead said. ‘Who are you?’


‘Luke Bourne, Rachel’s partner.’


‘Research partner,’ Aidan heard himself saying. Jesus. What kind of an idiot was he? As if Sinead would think this guy was Rachel’s boyfriend. Luke always brought out the pettiness in him. He did his best to pull himself together. Luke had been important to Rachel. He could be civil to him.


‘Come inside,’ he said, trying to make his voice pleasant and friendly. ‘There’s a ton of food, and tea, or beer, or whisky—’


‘Is there somewhere we can talk?’ Luke interrupted.


‘What, now? Er . . .’ He glanced over his shoulder, through the living room window. He could see a cluster of Rachel’s work friends standing by the buffet table, a little lost and restless, as well as Aunt Felicity, who was clearly still looking for him. ‘It’s not an ideal time . . .’


‘I see that,’ said Luke coldly, as if it was somehow Aidan’s fault. ‘When is a good time?’


‘Um . . .’ Aidan didn’t want a talk with Luke. He didn’t want to talk to anyone. And if he was honest, if he had to choose from all the seven billion people on the planet for a one-to-one exchange, Luke would be in the bottom half-million for sure.


‘Believe me,’ said Luke abruptly, ‘I don’t want to either. But we have to. There’s something I need to . . .’ He stopped himself. ‘Look, it’s too difficult to explain here. It would be best if we just met at the lab. You’ll need to come to Telos. Tomorrow?’


Aidan felt something snap inside him. ‘For fuck’s sake!’ he barked, but as soon as the words were out, he looked back guiltily. Sinead was unfazed, but he saw heads turn inquiringly in the living room.


He walked over to Luke, took his elbow and marched him back down the front steps. Luke shrugged off his hand roughly – not, Aidan thought, because he was being aggressive, but because he clearly didn’t like to be touched.


Luke’s motorbike was parked at the end of their driveway, the helmet resting on the seat. Once they were near the bike, well out of earshot of Sinead and the house, Aidan exploded. ‘Jesus Christ, Luke, this is my wife’s wake. I just . . .’ He couldn’t bring himself to say ‘saw my wife cremated’. Instead, he managed, ‘I just got through the funeral. I don’t want to talk to you. I don’t want to come to the lab—’


He stopped suddenly, imagining having to drive down that road, the road where Rachel had died. He imagined having to pass the tree with its bark sheared off, the wood raw, exposed and weeping. He just couldn’t do it.


He glanced over to Sinead, who was sitting in her wooden chair up on the veranda, her eyes moving from him to Luke. She hadn’t got up to intervene, and he knew she wouldn’t. That wasn’t her way.


‘I get that,’ said Luke, ‘and I wouldn’t ask, but there’s a . . . there’s a message for you. From Rachel. A private one. And I would be failing in my duty to her if I didn’t pass it on.’


‘A message? What do you mean? A note? An email? Could you not just have brought it here to me?’


‘No,’ Luke said, and he seemed genuinely stuck for words. ‘Look, if I could explain, I would. But I can’t. And it goes without saying that the message is for you. Just you. It’s extremely confidential.’


Aidan wasn’t a violent guy. But right now he itched to punch Luke right in his self-satisfied mouth. Extremely confidential messages from Rachel? In Luke’s hands? How dare he? How could he come here and order Aidan to report to the lab like a lackey? He felt his hand tighten into a fist. He saw Luke see it too, and Luke’s grin was sudden and nasty, almost as if he was willing Aidan to hit him. But in that instant Aidan heard a voice from the porch.


‘Dad!’ He spun around to see Chloe standing, hands on hips, her blonde hair lifting in the wind and sparkling in the last rays of the setting sun. For one heart-stopping moment he thought it was Rachel.


He looked back at Luke, who blanched. Chloe sighed and crossed the lawn towards them. Luke took a step backwards, obviously desperate to escape before he had to talk to Rachel’s daughter.


‘Look, I’m sorry,’ he said to Aidan, even though he didn’t sound sorry at all. ‘I know it’s a bad time. But this really is important. More important than you could possibly imagine. Call me tomorrow. If you can’t come tomorrow, come soon, very soon.’ It obviously half killed him to say it, but he added, ‘Please.’ Then he pulled on his helmet, waved at Chloe, got on his bike and roared away.


Chloe walked down the driveway to Aidan.


‘Was that Luke?’


‘Yes.’


‘What did he want?’


‘Nothing,’ said Aidan quickly. ‘Just to give us his condolences. Let’s go inside. If we work together, I think we can avoid Aunt Felicity.’


‘Are you sure?’ Chloe said. ‘He looked at me really weirdly.’


Aidan considered telling her what Luke had said but instantly thought better of it. But was he protecting her from Luke’s revelation or protecting himself from the questions she would ask?


As he walked back up the driveway with his arm around Chloe’s shoulders, he saw Sinead standing, looking worried, on the top step of the porch.


‘Why was that man here?’ she said, her voice high and sharp. ‘He looked dangerous. Very dangerous. You should tell him he’s not welcome.’
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Aidan


Aidan didn’t go to Telos the next day, or the next. He thought about it, and it niggled, the idea that Luke had something for him from Rachel. But he just couldn’t make himself move. From the moment the police had pulled into the driveway, he and Chloe had lived in a state of crisis, but now that the funeral had passed, he was struck down with the most terrible exhaustion. Chloe also seemed paralysed, and the two of them stayed in the house, keeping the curtains closed and living on funeral tea leftovers and frozen meals which had been brought over by concerned friends. They sat side by side and watched hours of TV, barely speaking. They took turns to doze off on the sofa or sneak upstairs to curl up in their beds to nap. After a few days, they stopped getting dressed. Dishes piled up on every surface. Every now and then they would look at the bleak chaos around them, consider tidying and then slump back into the rumpled nests they had made in the living room.


The phone rang every couple of hours – well-meaning friends and relatives checking in with them. Aidan made liberal use of caller ID. Aunt Felicity’s calls naturally went to message, but he forced himself to take calls from his work colleagues and from his uni friend Sam.


‘Why don’t you and Chloe come down to London for a few days?’ Sam said. ‘Just to get away. We’ll look after you.’


But Aidan couldn’t imagine it. He couldn’t imagine the logistics of packing bags, driving or catching a train, having to be in Sam and Laura’s tiny London flat. The very idea exhausted him.


‘Thanks, mate, but with baby Joseph, you and Laura have your hands full. We’ll come down in a few months’ time.’


Sam and Laura were his and Rachel’s oldest friends, and he knew they were devastated. The thought of being responsible for their grief as well as his own was just too much. He wasn’t strong enough for tears and reminiscences. Not yet.


But Aidan knew that sooner rather than later he’d have to find the motivation to get moving. He needed to return to work and send Chloe back to school. Her exams had been postponed on compassionate grounds, but she still had to resume her studies. He had to sort out the details of Rachel’s estate too. It would be straightforward – they’d had mirror wills done when they got married, and the house and everything else would come to him. But it all still had to be done.


He’d have to deal with her things too. Everything was just as she had left it on the last morning of her life – her clothes in the wardrobe, her toothbrush beside his in their bathroom, the T-shirt she slept in folded under her pillow. Somehow, he had to gather it all up . . . and then what? It wasn’t that he was in denial – he knew she was dead. But this final act would be so brutal. He imagined scooping her clothes from her drawers, sweeping her make-up into a bin, and a wave of panic overwhelmed him. How could he do it? What should he keep for Chloe? What should he discard? Those decisions were impossible to make. With every day that passed, it became harder and harder to do anything at all, and he couldn’t imagine how he would pick up the reins and carry on with his life.


It was Bea who pushed him into action. Bea, the laboratory administrator at Telos, managed all the research scientists in the department where Rachel had worked. She was a solid, kind woman in her fifties, who cared for the brilliant minds around her with firm efficiency. Her influence reached way beyond managing their diaries – she made sure they ate and rang their partners and families when they were working late. With the more obsessive ones, she’d been known to frogmarch them away from their lab benches and send them for a shower and a change of clothes. Rachel – motherless, mercurial Rachel, whose mind was always a hundred steps in front of her – had adored Bea, who brought her sandwiches and tea to her desk. The adoration was completely mutual, and Bea had been puffy-eyed and silent at the funeral, hugging Aidan fiercely to her ample bosom and weeping silently into Chloe’s hair.


But Bea was tough too. Her brisk warmth concealed a core of steel. If Bea ‘suggested’ you do something, you might as well give in straight away, because you were going to do it. So when she rang Aidan a week after the funeral and told him kindly that he needed to come and collect Rachel’s personal things from her lab, he knew better than to argue.


‘Get it over and done with,’ she urged. ‘Come on out now. I’ll help you if you want me to, or Luke can help you, or you can tell us both to bugger off and do it yourself. You don’t need to stick around and make small talk with any of us, but it’s a job that needs to be done.’


She was, of course, correct. And if he was honest, it was the push he needed. She was right about doing it straight away too – if he thought about it, it would become another impossible task and he’d put it off, like he was putting everything off. He should just go. And while he was at it, he’d steel himself and ask Luke about the message from Rachel.


He’d been sloping around in tracksuit bottoms and ratty T-shirts, barely bothering to brush his teeth or hair, so he showered, shaved and put on a clean shirt and some decent trousers for the first time in a week. He considered telling Chloe where he was going, but in the end just knocked briefly on her bedroom door. ‘I need to go out for a bit, honey,’ he said. ‘Will you be all right?’
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