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Yesterday, upon the stair,


I saw a man who wasn’t there.


He wasn’t there again today,


I wish, I wish he’d go away.


From a version of ‘Antigonish’ by Hugh Mearns



















1





The event that changed all of their lives happened on a Saturday afternoon in June, just minutes after Michael Turner – thinking the Nelsons’ house was empty – stepped through their back door. Although it was early in the month, London was blistered under a heatwave. All along South Hill Drive windows hung open, the cars parked on either side hot to the touch, their seams ticking in the sun. A morning breeze had ebbed, leaving the sycamores lining the street motionless. The oaks and beeches on the surrounding Heath were also still. The heatwave was only a week old, but already the taller grass beyond the shade of these trees was bleaching blonde.


Michael had found the Nelsons’ back door unlocked and ajar. Resting his forearm against its frame he’d leant into the gap and called out for his neighbours.


‘Josh? Samantha?’


There was no reply. The house absorbed his voice without an echo. He looked down at his old pair of deck shoes, their soles thick with freshly watered soil. He’d been gardening since lunchtime and had come straight over to the Nelsons’ without washing. His knees, showing from under his shorts, were also smudged with dirt.


Hooking the heel of his left shoe under the toe of his right, Michael pulled it off. As he did the same with the other, he listened for signs of life inside the house. Again, there was nothing. He looked at his watch – it was twenty past three. He had a fencing lesson on the other side of the Heath at four. It would take him at least half an hour to walk there. He went to push the door wider, but on seeing the soil on his hands, nudged it open with his elbow instead, then stepped inside.


The kitchen was cool and dark and Michael had to pause for a moment to allow the sunlight to dissolve from his vision. Behind him his neighbours’ garden sloped away between a pear tree and a shrunken herbaceous border. The parched lawn tapered to a wooden fence shot through with reeds. Beyond this fence a weeping willow bowed to one of the ponds on the Heath. In the last month these ponds had grown a skin of green duckweed, surprising in its brightness. Just a few minutes earlier, while resting on his heels, Michael had watched a coot as she’d cut her way through it on the far side, her nun’s head pumping her forward, a cover of chicks criss-crossing over her wake.


Standing in the kitchen Michael listened once more. He’d never known Josh and Samantha to leave their house unlocked and not be home. He knew Samantha was away with her sister Martha for the weekend. But Josh and the girls, he’d thought, had stayed.  The house, though, was silent. The only sounds Michael could hear were from the Heath at his back: a dog barking, the chatter of distant picnics, the splash of a diver from the swimming pond beyond the walkway. Closer, in a nearby garden, he heard a sprinkler begin chopping at the afternoon. Such was the stillness of the house that from where he stood in the kitchen these sounds already had the texture of memory, as if he’d crossed a threshold in time, not of a home.


Perhaps Josh had left a note? Michael went to the fridge to look. It was a broad-shouldered American model in brushed steel, an ice-maker embedded in its door. A desk’s worth of papers jostled for position across its surface, pinned under a collection of Rothko fridge magnets. Michael scanned the takeaway menus, shopping lists, school notes, but none of them gave any clue as to where Josh might be. He turned from the fridge and looked around the rest of the room, hoping to find something that might explain why the back door was open, but no one at home.


Like the rest of their house, Samantha’s and Josh’s kitchen was solid and generous. At its centre the slatted shadow of a venetian blind fell across an island work surface. Around this were an oven, two hobs and a chef’s array of utensils. On the other side of a breakfast bar, pot plants fringed a sagging sofa and two armchairs in the conservatory, ochre blinds drawn over its glass. Back within the kitchen itself, an oval dining table occupied the far end of the room and there, hanging above it, were the Nelsons.


The portrait was in black and white, a studio shot taken when Rachel was still a toddler and Lucy a baby. The two children, wearing matching white dresses, sat on their parents’ laps. Samantha laughed down at her daughters, her eyes averted from the camera. Josh, however, smiled directly into its lens, his jaw more angular than that of the man Michael knew now. His hair, too, was darker, cut in the same boyish style he still wore, but without the dustings of grey spreading at his temples.


Michael met the gaze of this younger Josh for a moment. He wondered if he should call him, and let him know about the open back door. But his phone was in his flat, and Michael didn’t know either Josh’s or Samantha’s number. And perhaps he shouldn’t worry them anyway? From what he could tell there were no signs of disturbance. The kitchen looked just as it always did.


Michael had known the Nelsons for only seven months by then, but their friendship, once made, had been quick to gather momentum. Over the last few weeks it had felt as if he’d eaten at their table more often than at his own next door. The path that led from their lawn through a break in the hedge to the communal garden of his own block of flats had been indiscernible when he’d first moved in. But now there was already the faint tracing of a track, worn by his feet when he dropped by in the evenings and those of Samantha and the girls when they called for him at the weekends. As a family, the Nelsons had become a settling presence in his life, a vital ballast against all that had gone before. Which is why Michael could be so sure the kitchen hadn’t been searched or disturbed. It was the room in which he’d spent the most time with them; where they’d eaten and drunk and where so much of his recent healing had happened. The room where for the first time since he’d lost Caroline he’d learnt, with the help of Josh and Samantha, to remember not just her absence, but also her.


Looking past the family portrait Michael glanced over the chairs and sideboards in the conservatory. He should probably check the rest of the house too. This is what he told himself as went over to the phone and browsed the Post-it notes scattered around its handset. Samantha and Josh wouldn’t want him to leave without doing so. But he’d have to be quick. He’d only come round to retrieve a screwdriver he’d lent Josh a few nights before. He needed it to fix a blade for his lesson. Once he’d found it, and had checked the other rooms, he’d be gone.


Michael looked at his watch again. It was almost twenty-five past three. If anything looked amiss he could always call Josh as he walked to his lesson over the Heath. Wherever he was, Michael figured, he and the girls couldn’t be too far from the house. Turning from the phone and its scribbled notes, Michael walked towards the door leading into the hallway. As he crossed the kitchen, its terracotta tiles cool against his feet, his damp socks left a trail of moist footprints, slow-shrinking behind him as if a wind were covering his tracks.
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It was Josh whom Michael had first met, on the same night he’d moved into South Hill Drive seven months earlier. Michael had never thought he’d live in London again. But when his wife, Caroline, hadn’t returned from what should have been a two-week job in Pakistan, he’d eventually decided to sell their cottage in Wales, and move back to the capital.


Coed y Bryn was an old Welsh longhouse, a low-ceilinged cottage and barn built into an isolated hillside outside Chepstow. The nearest other building was a rural chapel, used only for weddings and funerals. Woods and sky filled the views from its windows. It was not, Michael was told by his friends, a place to be alone. With Caroline gone, they’d said, he needed people, distraction. Eventually one of her work colleagues, Peter, had offered him a flat to rent in a fifties block overlooking Hampstead Heath. When Peter sent through the details Michael didn’t open the email for days. But then one night, after another long day on his own, he’d uncorked a bottle of red and sat down with his laptop beside the fire. Opening his browser, he’d clicked on Peter’s message and looked through its attachments.


The first photograph was of a pair of wide windows, their frames filled with trees and the undulations of the Heath. As an autumn wind buffeted the back of the cottage, the fire cracking beside him, Michael scrolled through the other images – a broad street of Georgian townhouses, occasionally interrupted by modern blocks; two sparsely furnished bedrooms; a living area, the carpet stained and worn; an outdated galley kitchen in magnolia and pine.


It was a flat of many lives. Many people had stood at those windows and lain on those beds. With Caroline gone Michael needed to start again. But he also did not want to start again. So he’d replied to Peter and said yes. Partly because the flat looked more like a holding pattern than a new beginning. But also because he knew Peter was only doing what Caroline had asked of him. Trying to take care of her husband, to help. Michael hoped perhaps once he was settled back in London Peter might feel less diligent about his duty; that having housed Michael, he might feel able to leave him alone.




*





When Michael and Caroline moved from London to Wales they’d hired the removal company’s largest lorry to bring their combined belongings to Coed y Bryn. They’d both led independent, largely single lives into their thirties and although neither had been rooted for long, both had been keepers rather than leavers. Michael’s books and belongings were scattered in storage lockers and friends’ spare rooms on both sides of the Atlantic, while the detritus of his teenage years was still in the attic of his late parents’ house in Cornwall. Caroline, despite her nomadic lifestyle, had fostered a magpie’s attraction for artefacts, shoes and furniture. Between them, through a decade’s succession of apartments and flats, they’d accumulated enough belongings to fill a house twice the size of the cottage.


The addresses that had led Caroline to Coed y Bryn were a paper trail of the regions she’d covered as a foreign correspondent for a US satellite station. Since leaving university she’d had homes on several continents. Often they were no more than places to pass through. A series of studios, company flats, rooms in shared houses in Cape Town, Nairobi, Sydney, Berlin and Beirut.  In 2001, still in her twenties, she’d been embedded with an Uzbek division of the Northern Alliance as they’d fought their way towards Kabul. In 2003 she’d celebrated her thirtieth birthday with a bottle of Jack Daniels and an American marine in the back of an armoured car on the outskirts of Baghdad. Until she met Michael her life had been a sequence of erratic excitements. Airports relaxed her, as if transit was her natural domain. Arrivals and departures were her strongest memories, bracketing, as they did, the chapters of her life. For Caroline, giving herself to the rhythm of events was a kind of freedom. Being sent on a story at short notice; having no say in where she went, or when. And it was familiar too. Born in Cape Town, brought up in Melbourne, university in Boston. She’d always been the newcomer, the outsider, her belongings left in storage while she moved on again.


As Caroline grew into her job through her twenties she began to pride herself on her ability for assimilation, on her detachment from attachment. When she changed planes on a grey day in Amsterdam her tanned skin spoke of rocky deserts, souks and bazaars. In clubs and bars men sensed her transience like a pheromone. She would soon be gone. This is what she tried to communicate in the directness of her stare that somehow gave her petite frame presence. She rarely wore make-up and her blonde hair was seldom as groomed as that of the other women perched along a hotel bar. Sometimes, if she’d just landed, a hint of stale sweat lingered on her clothes.


But still they came to her. Men who worked in offices, whose bodies remained structured by suits, even when they no longer wore them. In cafes, crowded pubs, sometimes even on the street, they came to her, recognising her brevity, as if she were a comet they knew would trace their nights only once in a lifetime.


She witnessed the aftermath of horrors. She saw what humans could do to each other. She lost friends. In Bosnia, Afghanistan, Lebanon, Sri Lanka, Iraq. One night in Kabul the body of her interpreter was found eyeless and tongueless on a sofa in his home. She grieved, and her family worried. But for Caroline these deaths, although felt, were another passing through. They and the grief in their wake were the price of life. She took them, like all the other leavings and lost friendships, in her stride.


She was not always happy. As she edged into her thirties she recognised she was becoming cursory; how depths – of time, connection – had a tendency to unnerve her. But she was comfortable. Life, she felt, was an instrument, and the trick was to find the tune you could play on it. In this respect she considered herself lucky. She’d found her tune early, and she was playing it well.


And then, one day, waking alone in a hotel room in Dubai, she’d felt differently. As if the same chain of experiences that had taught her the price of life had finally, on that morning, revealed its value too. It was a lesson of omission. A learning from what she didn’t know, not from what she did. Her aunt had died the week before and she hadn’t travelled back to Australia for the funeral. Her mother had said it was fine, that everyone would understand. Caroline was never sure if it was this phone call that had been the catalyst. At the time she’d have said it wasn’t. But whatever the impetus, she’d wanted it to stop, to play a different tune. She’d wanted to wake up and know, straight away, where she was. She’d wanted to be wanted, to be missed and needed, not merely understood.


When she returned to Beirut from Dubai, Caroline applied for a transfer to the London office. London was on the other side of the world from her family in Melbourne, but she didn’t want home. And she didn’t want America either. She wanted something older than both, so she opted for London. Her scattered acquaintances – cameramen, photo journalists, editors, reporters – all passed through the city at some point on their travels. And there, on London’s doorstep, was the rest of Europe too; as a fallback, a safety net for when the impulse rose in her, as she knew it would, and she needed to leave and arrive again.




*





In contrast to Caroline’s movements across the globe, all Michael’s previous addresses, except for his childhood home and one apartment in Manhattan, had been in London. Having left Cornwall to study in the capital he’d stayed on after graduation, joining the Evening Standard as an intern. Over the next five years of jobbing journalism – diary pieces, reviews, news features and comment – Michael had steadily increased his word length and salary until, in his late twenties, fearing the ossification he’d detected in some of his older colleagues, he’d left the Standard and moved to Manhattan. He’d arrived in the city holding a journalist’s visa and equipped with a list of British editors who’d agreed to use him as a stringer, feeding their publications’ appetites for all things New York. Which is exactly what Michael did. But he hadn’t moved to America to follow the same path he’d been cutting in Britain. The distance he’d flown from London to New York had been about attempting another journey too; from being a journalist, which he’d called himself ever since university, towards becoming an author.


Michael’s first book, BrotherHoods, was the story of Nico and Raoul, two Dominican brothers from Inwood. A close portrait of their lives and world, the book was a narrative of thwarted ambition, of failure. For Michael it was the consequence of one too. All through his first year in America, as he’d written reports on parties, observational pieces about the Super Bowl, travel articles on the Hudson Valley painters, Michael had harboured aspirations of becoming a novelist. But fiction had continued to elude him. For reasons he never fathomed, regardless of how many hours he spent at his desk, or in how many cafes he made notes, his imagination kept falling short at the border of the invented. The prose of the writers he admired – Salter, Balzac, Fitzgerald, Atwood – remained unattainable to him. He could register their effect when he read them; he could see how their novels and stories worked, how their moving parts fitted together. But like the engineer skilled at dismantling a plane’s engine and yet unable to make it fly, Michael found his own words remained stubbornly grounded on the page.


Michael had been convinced that New York would unlock the novel he’d failed to write in London. The Hudson gleaming magnesium of a morning; the tail-light rivers on Lexington and Third; the city’s scale, at once intimate and grand. Manhattan already felt like a novel to him, as if all he’d have to do was take dictation from its streets. But he’d been wrong, which is why halfway through his second year of living in the city, in the wake of his failure with fiction, Michael had started splicing the taste of it into his journalism instead.


He began on his own doorstep, telling the story of Ali, the Armenian deli owner on the corner of his block, from his early-morning washing of the sidewalk to his midnight serving of condoms and chewing gum to coked-up SoHo models. When this piece was taken by the Atlantic the editor asked him for another. So Michael moved his attention across the street to Marilia, the black mother of six who’d volunteered at the school crossing every morning and evening for the last twenty years. Through Marilia he’d gained an introduction into the school itself, where he’d found his next subject in its harrowed headmaster, shadowing him as he juggled the timetable, staff shortages, gun detection and the demands of downtown parents.


In researching these early stories Michael found his Englishness opened doors for him. Not in institutions, but in people. There was, in all his subjects, an assumption of his integrity, drawn he supposed from associations with the BBC and films by Merchant Ivory. Combined with his natural manner – a calm patience laced with pressing curiosity – this cultural assumption allowed Michael to get close quickly. The people he interviewed trusted him, and in return he took their trust seriously, listening, recording and taking notes as they talked; trying, as best as he could, to see the city through their eyes and feel it through their skin.


With every story he took on, from the Central Park millionaire to the street-sleeper in the Bronx, Michael’s technique was immersive. His initial approach was time; the willingness to spend it, to be there and observe at even the most mundane of events until, despite his height and his accent, people began to forget his presence. He took to cutting hundreds of strips of white card, slender enough to fit into the inside pocket of his jacket. These, he found, were less obtrusive than a notebook and somehow less threatening too, as if what he wrote on them wasn’t being recorded but merely jotted down and would, like any other scrap of paper, not be around for long.


When, after months of such research, Michael felt he’d seen and heard enough – and it was always a feeling more than a knowing, a sense at the edges of his vision – he would leave his subjects’ lives as suddenly as he’d entered them. Taking their stories to his desk in his SoHo apartment he’d immerse himself again, this time borrowing a novelistic style to disappear himself not just from his subjects’ lives, but also from the paragraphs he wrote about them. Even though he’d been there at their sides when the events he described happened – when the health inspector had seen a rat, when a kid attacked his maths teacher, when the millionaire’s dog was put down – in the finished published piece, Michael was never there. Just the characters remained, living their lives in third person through the hours of the city as if through the pages of a novel.


His style became the antithesis of gonzo journalism; an eradication of the writer in the writing. A disappearing act of saturation that was informed by the immersive nature of his research, but unfettered too by direct experience. So although he hadn’t been with them, Michael still described Ali waking in bed, Marilia singing in the shower or the way the millionaire picked up his coffee at a morning meeting in Brazil. Such moments, although unseen by Michael, were written from what he’d learnt about his subjects at other times, in other places; upon not just what he knew was true, but also what he knew to be true. And this is what he’d hoped to achieve in those early New York stories; to find a way of using the freedoms of descriptive fiction to make the real lives he wrote about even more real.


By the time Michael met Nico and Raoul he’d already begun looking for a subject through which to extend his writing from the pages of a magazine to the pages of a book. His desire to be an author hadn’t ebbed when he turned his back on a novel. With a clutch of respected pieces under his belt, and a cast of characters rendered through his immersive style, he was ready to try again.


It was a policeman who’d put Michael in touch with Nico and Raoul. They were chatting outside the subway entrance on Broadway and 201st, a couple of take-out coffees steaming in their hands. It was February and smudged banks of snow still bordered the street. A flat winter light fell upon the storefronts. Men and women commuted to work in padded coats, wearing gloves and hats made for the mountains.


Michael had travelled up to Inwood Hill Park that morning to see the site where Dutch traders first bought Manhattan, trading it from the Lenape Indians for a bag of trinkets worth twenty-four dollars. He’d only recently got to know the area north of Washington Heights, but its rawness had already got under his skin. The street theatre he’d discovered up there in the blocks off Inwood, Dykeman and Broadway seemed more varied than that a hundred blocks south; more explicitly immigrant in its nature. Dominican men played dominoes outside O’Gradys, the Gael Bar, the Old Brigade Pub, their walls still painted with shamrocks and IRA flags. Dark-windowed Yukons throbbed with reggaeton at the stop lights. Puerto Rican drag queens drank cocktails in the salsa clubs, youths in thug nighties to their knees cat-calling them from the corners. Further off, in the park itself, rangy black kids surged between the hoops of basketball courts while Italian grandfathers watched little-league baseball, the hollow punts of a Mexican soccer game filtering up from the field below.


Up there, above 200th, as he’d wandered the streets, Michael had felt he was within touching distance of Manhattan’s original desire. That whatever had driven those Dutch traders could still be tasted in the air, and unlike further south in the city, where origin had been diluted by money, the island’s history of immigrant fuel was still on display. Each community he saw up there – the Dominicans, the Mexicans, the Irish, the African – seemed like the rings of a tree to him, ethnic watermarks of the island’s growth and change.


Michael had got talking to the policeman at a coffee stand on the edge of the park. As they’d stirred in their sugars he’d asked him if he’d seen much change in the neighbourhood. The cop had laughed, shaking his head. ‘Oh man,’ he’d said. ‘Like you wouldn’t believe. Always changin’ up here.’ They’d carried on talking as they’d strolled back towards his position at the subway entrance, Michael asking him if they got much trouble in the area. The cop had shrugged. ‘Some,’ he’d said. ‘Mostly drugs, domestics.’ Then, blowing on his coffee and stamping his feet, he’d told Michael about ‘a couple of punks’, two Dominican brothers who’d walked the length of Arden at four in the morning, smashing the road-side window of every car. They’d left the street thick with alarm sirens, shirtless men shouting down at the sidewalks from tall apartment blocks swirling with car lights.


As Michael had listened to the policeman describe the scene, he’d known immediately that he wanted to meet these boys; to find out who they were and why they’d landed on such a dramatic gesture of vandalism. He could already sense the hinterland behind the act, the stories emanating either side of the moment. He asked the policeman if he could meet them, these brothers. The cop raised his eyebrows then sucked in the air through his teeth. He was Latino, broad-faced with a full moustache. Michael pulled a fifty from his wallet and folded it twice. The policeman looked at it for a moment, then took it, shrugging again as he slipped it into his pocket, as if to say who was he to change the order of things? The following morning, in the office of their case worker, Michael came eye to eye for the first time with the mistrusting stares of Nico and Raoul.


For the next three years, sometimes as often as four times a week, Michael rode the A train north, immersing himself in the lives of the brothers. He began spending days at a time in the neighbourhood, staying at a guest house overlooking the wooded slopes of the park. From his top-floor bedroom he witnessed three autumns burnish its trees, among which the island’s original Lenape inhabitants had once made their cave dwellings. After a year of regularly checking him in, the owner supplied Michael with a desk, an old pine table notched and scarred with the cuttings of a kitchen knife. As he wrote up his notes in that room over those three falls Michael witnessed the beginnings of gentrification take root in the area. Temporary Sunday market stalls evolved into permanent second-hand book stores and cafes. Real-estate offices moved in to occupy the premises of launderettes and cobblers. Young white couples began painting the exteriors of boarded-up houses. The bright colours of baby buggies and infant slings began dotting the pathways of the park on midweek afternoons.
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At first, Michael’s ignorance of the brothers’ world in the streets and blocks west of this park was in his favour. He was an oddity; a tall English guy with a preppy haircut and an accent like from one of those British sitcoms. Handy to have around for a word to a social worker, or to touch for money. At times he was like a child to them, eager to learn, to harvest what they knew. But gradually, over the months and then the years, the scales of knowledge began to tip. After the apprenticeship of his magazine stories Michael had become adept at fitting himself to the lives of others. He never blended as such, but he did begin to stick. Among Nico’s and Raoul’s friends an appreciation for his stubbornness began to grow, and with it an acknowledgement that at least he wanted to listen, at least he wanted to try and see things from their point of view. In the goldfish bowl of Inwood’s street life he even began to be sought after, for advice or confidence. When Nico’s girlfriend got pregnant, Michael knew before he did. When Raoul ran for a rival dealer, he made Michael swear he’d never tell his brother. But his learning of their world was not always helpful. The police pressured him to give them leads, while the growing currency of his knowledge began to unnerve some of the older boys. Michael in the dark was one thing. Michael knowing too much was another thing altogether.


The A train Michael took from SoHo up to Inwood followed the route of a Lenape hunting path that once traced the length of Manhattan’s forests and hills. One morning, as if he’d sensed a regeneration of that route’s purpose in Michael’s visits, Nico had called him on what he was doing. They were hanging out at their aunt’s apartment at the time, a studio high in the projects on 10th Avenue.


‘El tronco’s a hunter, bro, I tellin’ you,’ Nico said from the couch, speaking to Raoul but holding Michael’s eye. ‘Ain’t you, Mikey?’ He continued, flicking a toothpick at him. ‘A lootin’ puta. Ain’t that you? Jus’ divin’ on us wrecks up here.’


Michael laughed it off at the time, but for a few seconds he’d felt the air tighten between them. Not so much because of the threat in Nico’s voice, but because they all knew, whether intentionally or not, what he’d said was true.




*





Five years after first meeting Nico and Raoul in their case worker’s office, Michael published BrotherHoods. He’d hoped the book would help the brothers, but it didn’t. HBO bought their life rights, for $25,000 each. They said they wanted to make a series. That they wanted to use their characters to build a long-running franchise. Box sets, advertisements on the sides of city buses. But nothing came of it. For a brief period the two of them basked in their new-found notoriety. But in the end the attention, the money, fanned their troubles more than doused them. As the book became the talked-of publication in Manhattan, Nico, its central character, began a sentence upstate for unlawful possession of a firearm. Raoul, in trouble with a dealer and without his brother’s protection, went to stay with a cousin in a one-bed in Pennsylvania. At the same time as they left the city, readers across Manhattan were being introduced to them. On subway trains, park benches, under duvets by the light of bedside lamps. Throughout New York and beyond – in Vermont, San Francisco, across the whole country – students on college lawns, commuters on trains, middle-aged couples on sofas were all embarking on the small tragedies of the brothers’ lives.


Within weeks of publication Michael was receiving requests for interviews and to appear on talk shows. The New York Times, which had once run his pieces, now ran a profile on him instead. While he was researching and writing the book he’d neglected his personal life. Although he’d begun a couple of relationships, none of them had withstood the intensity of his research, nor his split existence at each end of the island. Increasingly his thoughts had been taken up with the brothers, and then with the writing of the book, with their lives in its pages. For five years he’d lived not just alongside Nico and Raoul, but also often through them, his own life becoming a shell of routine and observation. Now, though, on the other side of the book’s publication, women suddenly seemed available to him. He was thirty-five, single and had been anointed by New York success. He started seeing his publicist. Then there’d been a Dominican journalist. Her interview with him had been challenging, even aggressive. But afterwards she’d invited him to dinner and they’d soon become a couple. When that had eventually ended, in the weeks following a reading at Columbia Michael had gone home with not one but two of the students who’d been in the audience.


He was aware of the clichés he was living, of how predictable it looked. But, he told himself, he wasn’t harming anyone and wasn’t this, perhaps, part of what he’d earned during those three years of riding the A train the length of the island and then another two sitting alone at his desk? But above all Michael had known it wouldn’t last, and that’s why he’d given himself so willingly to his unlikely present, half expecting every day to wake and find it already transfigured into his past.


For Nico and Raoul BrotherHoods and its author became another disappointment in their lives, confirmation, as they’d always suspected, that the world was set against them. Michael tried to keep in touch with them, but with the appearance of the book their already diverging paths accelerated. While Nico served his time upstate and Raoul sat out his self-imposed exile in Pennsylvania, Michael’s publisher sent him on a national book tour. In a series of events across the country, despite his uneasiness in front of an audience, Michael began to discover a public persona – a diffident, dry humour that journalists and publicists billed as ‘British’. On the underlying issues of the book, though, he was never anything other than serious. The title, he’d explain to smatterings of readers in Ohio and Carolina, and then again to capacity auditoriums in Los Angeles and Austin, referred to us all. Not just to Nico and Raoul and the territories over which they and their peers fought, but also to the cheek-by-jowl neighbourhoods of Manhattan, of America, the world. Look about you, he’d told them. These people and their stories are happening under your nose. Their story is our story. No man, woman or child is an island. Yes, the book was about two young Dominican men in Inwood, but it was also, through them, about us all, about our ability to live close, and yet so far from each other.


The audiences had nodded, applauded and afterwards asked for Michael’s signature on the title page of the book. When the paperback was published he donated a percentage of his royalties to education projects in Inwood and Washington Heights. But still, every time he said his sentence about neighbourhoods, about living close and far, he knew he himself was moving further away from the brothers who’d first lent him their lives. As he’d moved across the country on his tour, from hotel to airport to university, so Nico and Raoul had moved too. Nico from cell to refectory to exercise yard and back to his cell again. Raoul from his cousin’s bedsit in Pennsylvania to another in Albany, to the room of a girl he’d met on the street, to the couch of her friend. Within just a few months, the years Michael had shared with the brothers had become undone, unravelled by the publication of his story about their time together.




*





The last time Michael heard Nico’s voice was on a collect call from his correctional facility upstate. Michael was finally moving back to London. His mother, widowed three years previously, was ill. BrotherHoods was due to be published in Britain. It was time for him to leave New York. If he stayed any longer he was worried it would never let him go. Although he’d found his voice in the city, and his story, to remain would have felt like treading water. New York had been about transition. Now that transition had been made, he wanted to move on, which, for a reason he couldn’t quite fathom, meant moving back.


When the phone rang Michael had been on his knees among packing boxes and bubble wrap scattered across the floor of his Sullivan Street apartment. He’d accepted the call but before Nico came on the line he’d flicked the phone to answer machine. He’d already spoken to Nico twice that week and he couldn’t take another stilted, awkward conversation. Not now, as he was preparing to leave. So instead he’d just listened, standing in his half-empty apartment, a fire truck’s siren insistent on Sixth, as the voice of a man he’d once known as a boy filled his living room.


‘Hey, Mikey?’ Nico said. He sounded lost in a large space. His voice deep, but somehow shallow too. ‘It’s me, Nico. You there? Man, it’s Nico, pick up.’


Michael heard the clang of a door; the crackle and fuzzy speech of a guard’s radio.


For a second or two Nico breathed on the line, deliberate and slow. ‘Huh, well,’ he’d said eventually. ‘Hasta luego, bro. Take it easy, yeah?’


The line went dead. The message light began to blink. Michael watched it pulse for a moment, then, sliding his keys off the kitchen table, left the apartment. Pushing through the lobby doors downstairs he crossed the street into the spring light of the morning and walked north towards Washington Square. The higher windows of the buildings were catching the sun, making them flash in the corner of his eye. As he crossed over Prince a cooling breeze ushered a scent of cinnamon and bagels down the street. Michael walked faster into it, as if he were trying to outpace the memory of Nico’s voice behind him, or discover some kind of a promise in the sweetness ahead.
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They met just three weeks after Caroline moved to London. A mutual friend was screening a film at the Frontline in Paddington, a social club for correspondents, journalists and film-makers. As the documentary played in a darkened room on the top floor, the windowpanes crackling with spring rain, images of Harare, Bulawayo and the Zimbabwean veldt appeared on the screen. The film was about Mugabe’s operation Murambatsvina, ‘Throw Out the Rubbish’, a forced clearance of urban slum dwellings that had left 700,000 Zimbabweans homeless in winter. Caroline watched as a grandmother in a red bobble hat, overlooked by policemen, heaved a sledgehammer against the crumbling breeze blocks of her home.


Something about the juxtaposition of the rain against the windows and the film on the screen made Caroline nervous. The shower against the glass, the wash of tyres in the street below, the acacia and jacaranda trees silhouetted against a southern sun. She’d lived in Nairobi and Cape Town and had worked all over Africa. She hated what she was watching on the screen, but she knew she loved it too. Already, just three weeks after arriving in London, she could feel the pull of those images, an umbilical desire to be a part of it. But then, in immediate response, she felt an equally strong urge to resist. To stay. Whatever had been the catalyst for what she’d felt that morning in Dubai, the residue of it was still a counterweight within her, an instinctive force she didn’t understand but to which she felt compelled to listen.


Caroline first caught sight of Michael sitting a few rows ahead of her, his profile partly lit by the screen. As the film played she studied what she could of him. His fair hair was swept back from his forehead and the collar of his shirt was askew, the label showing. When he turned to say something to the person next to him she saw the suggestion of a break to his nose. It lent him, she thought, an interest beyond good looks. He seemed familiar but it was only later, when she saw his face in the full light of the bar, that she remembered where she’d seen him before: on the back cover of one of the books she’d packed into her hand luggage three weeks earlier.


The only people Caroline knew at the screening had already left, so, taking a last swig from her bottle of beer, she approached Michael. He was talking to an older man, a grey-haired reporter with a beaten manner who’d made his name filing stories from the front lines of Vietnam. Caroline didn’t wait for a break in their conversation.


‘All they got is the facts,’ she said as she squeezed between them, putting the empty bottle on the bar. She looked up at Michael. ‘But what about everything else? Good line, that, she continued, holding his eye. ‘True, too.’


Michael looked down at the woman who’d interrupted them. At first he had no idea what she was talking about. When he did, he couldn’t tell if she was serious or taking the piss. She was smiling up at him but her face betrayed nothing.


‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘But it wasn’t mine. I just wrote it down.’


She cast a glance at the rest of the bar. ‘Join the club,’ she said. ‘Think anyone here’s ever told their own story? And anyway, isn’t that the important bit?’


Michael looked over to his friend. ‘Think that’s true, Bill?’ But Bill had already turned away and was talking to someone else.


‘Caroline,’ she said, holding out her hand.


‘Michael,’ he replied. Her grip was small, but firm. As she pushed herself onto the stool Bill had vacated Michael noticed the slimness of her thighs. She wore jeans, biker boots and an oversized jumper. Its neckline was broad and fell loose from one shoulder. There was, Michael could tell, a heat to her tanned skin. When she looked at him again he saw her brown eyes were flecked with gold. A few weeks later, lying in bed together, he’d call those eyes her ‘fool’s gold’, bait for men like him. But for now he just returned the forthrightness of their gaze.


‘I really did like it,’ Caroline said. ‘That line. And the rest of the book too.’


‘Are you a writer?’ he asked her.


‘No,’ she said. She looked out at the bar again, as if weighing the crowd. Michael waited for her to elaborate, but she didn’t.


‘Do you want to get something to eat?’ she said, turning back to him. ‘There’s too many swinging dicks in here to hear yourself think.’


He couldn’t place her accent. Her words began in Europe but then migrated, like a swallow, mid-sentence to Africa.


Michael laughed, and as he did Caroline thought she might want to sleep with this man whose book she’d once half-read on a plane, and who she’d now discovered in a bar in London.


A woman behind them raised her voice, shouting over a balding man shaking his head.


‘But that’s nothing!’ the woman said, gesticulating with a half-full glass of wine. ‘I mean, were you in Somalia?’


‘Jesus!’ Caroline said, wincing away from her. As she did, she heard Michael in her ear.


‘Even those who haven’t got one’, he said, ‘are at it.’ Which is when, she told him one morning over breakfast a month after they were married, she’d been sure.
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They found shelter from the rain in a Lebanese restaurant near the tube where they ordered food but left much of it untouched. Instead they got drunk on two bottles of rosé from the Beqaa Valley, where, Caroline told Michael, she’d once spent a week trying to film hashish growers during the civil war.


By the time they left, the kitchen was clattering with the sounds of cleaning, the waiters turning chairs over the tables. Outside, the rain had stopped. As they walked to the tube the wet pavement reflected the street’s neon signs. Slipping her arm around Michael’s waist, Caroline tucked the tips of her fingers into his jeans. He put his arm about her shoulder and in reply she rested her head against his chest. For a few paces they walked like this in silence. But then Caroline felt Michael take a deep breath under her cheek, and she knew what was coming. He had a girlfriend, he told her. She was still in New York, staying there for her job. But they’d decided to try and make it work. To try and stay together.


As soon as Michael heard himself say it he knew the situation sounded hopeless. Caroline, too, recognised the familiar notes of a dying relationship. But she still listened to him as he apologised and qualified, only ducking from under his arm as they reached the entrance to the station and he stopped talking. She backed away from him, her hands held up in mock surrender.


‘In that case, Mr Writer,’ she said, ‘I’ll get a cab.’ Turning on her heel she walked towards the kerb, already raising her arm to hail a taxi. ‘Thanks for dinner, though,’ she called over her shoulder. ‘It was fun.’


‘Yeah, it was,’ Michael replied. ‘Look –’ he started but she was already out of earshot, on tiptoe, flagging down a cab.


Michael watched as Caroline climbed inside the taxi. With her hand on the door she called across the pavement to him again.


‘Let me know when it’s over,’ she said, before closing it and leaning forward to give the driver her address.


As the cab edged into the traffic Michael didn’t wave, and nor did Caroline, but neither did they take their eyes off each other. For as long as they could, Caroline framed in the cab’s rear window and Michael from the pavement, they watched as she became just another car on the road, and he became just another man on the street, his tall body silhouetted against the illuminated entrance to the tube.
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In the months following their meeting Michael’s and Caroline’s friends often agreed it was timing, more than anything else, that had brought them together. Few thought them compatible, and no one mentioned love. But whatever had happened that night, at least they all recognised it was mutual, and that rather than heady or rash the climate of their meeting had been surprisingly calm; like a return more than a beginning, a recollection coming clear.


The next time they saw each other was for dinner in Covent Garden. Caroline, whom Michael had last seen climbing into that cab wearing her jeans, boots and a jumper, arrived at the restaurant in a floor-length grey coat over a tightly fitting black dress and high heels. She’d straightened her hair and was wearing make-up. As she left her coat at the desk and walked towards him, Michael saw the eyes of other diners catch on her as she passed. Caroline, he realised, was a woman who if she chose to could provoke this kind of reaction on a daily basis. As he stood to meet her it was the fact that she didn’t, as much as her attractiveness, that excited him. When he pulled out her chair for her Michael felt as if he’d somehow won a suitors’ competition that had been running, without his knowledge, for years.


As far as Caroline was concerned, she’d already decided she wanted Michael. Not just because of what else she wanted in her life, and not because she was attracted to the subtlety of his humour and his looks, both of which had grown on her gradually, like a secret she’d been let in on. She’d found these qualities in previous relationships, and had learnt they were insufficient, in the end, to hold her attention. But what she’d never encountered before was Michael’s stillness; his capacity to hold the world lightly without appearing aloof or frivolous. She wasn’t aware of it over that dinner, and perhaps she never came to appreciate it over their brief marriage, but it was a manner born more of place than character. Had she ever travelled to Cornwall and visited the coastal villages and towns where Michael was brought up – Gorran Haven, St Mawes, Mevagissey – she’d have met other men possessed of a similar quality. Fishermen, farmers, storekeepers. In all of them she’d have been able to trace that same wary ease with the world, an outlook bred through generations of coastal families by the giving and taking of the sea. It just happened that, rather than stay close to the landscape that had shaped him, Michael had left for London, where a resonance of that coast remained with him. In later years he’d even go so far as to wonder if it hadn’t been the Cornish sea with which Caroline had fallen in love. As if what she’d sensed making her whole wasn’t as much himself as the place he was from, unseen to her yet known through its echo in him.


They slept together for the first time that night, in the flat Caroline was renting in Farringdon. As her small hands explored under his shirt, Michael unzipped her dress and pushed it off her shoulders. Her body was taut, spare, her underwear surprisingly ordinary. But she was not. He’d stayed and the next morning she’d woken him with her hands again, guiding him inside her from behind as they lay half-dazed with sleep, sunlight washing through the sheet she’d hung as a curtain.


It was several weeks later that their sex became a conduit for something else. It was another night marked by rain. Michael had already given Caroline a set of keys to his flat by Hammersmith Bridge, but he was working late at the library that day so rather than have her come round he’d agreed to meet her the following morning instead. As he’d cycled home a storm that had been threatening all day finally broke. By the time he reached his flat London was polished under rain, the Thames either side of the bridge pockmarked by the deluge. Wheeling his bike into the hallway, he’d stripped off his coat, shoes and socks, then gone through into the kitchen. As he did he’d noticed the message light was blinking on the phone. Hardly anyone used his landline any more, so as he pressed play he’d half expected to hear Nico’s voice following him from across the Atlantic.


But it wasn’t Nico.


‘Hello, Michael.’


She sounded as if she were sitting there in the kitchen, raising her head from a book to welcome him home. He could tell she was smiling.


‘Guess who’s upstairs? Want to come and join me?’


He’d found her in the bathroom, its steamed air scented with amber, the water drawn to the rim and tea lights balanced around the sink. She was sitting up in the bath, her knees against her breasts like a shy girl. Her shoulders and arms were sheened in the heat and the mirror above her was an oval of mist.


She’d watched him undress, the faintest of smiles playing across her mouth. As he stepped into the bath goosebumps broke out on his arms and legs. Slowly, he’d sunk into its warmth. Neither of them spoke. As he went further, submerging his shoulders and head, she’d lifted herself to give him room, revealing her breasts, rising slick above the water. When he rose again he drew her towards him, sending splashes swilling over the bath’s rim. Which is when she finally spoke. ‘What took you so long?’ she said, speaking into his neck. ‘A girl could get bored up here all alone.’


Afterwards they’d stumbled into the bedroom, wrapped in half-undone towels and each other’s limbs, their wet bodies imprinting patterns of their embrace across the duvet and pillows. Drugged by the warmth of the bath they’d moved slowly, as if they’d just woken. Caroline’s hair was damp, and felt as heavy as velvet when Michael wrapped it about his knuckles. She’d turned over so he could enter her from behind, her back, hips and arse making the shape of a cello as she rose onto the heels of her palms and pushed herself against him. But she wanted to see him as well as feel him, so pulling away she’d turned round and drawn him on top of her. The friction of their bodies released the amber perfume of the bath oils still on their skin. Michael travelled steadily inside her, inching himself deeper until she held his full length and he came, powerfully and suddenly.


For a moment they’d lain in the wake of his climax, the full weight of his body pressing her into the bed, their hearts working against each other. But then, before he began ebbing from her, Caroline rolled Michael onto his back and sat astride him. From that position, with his hands cupping her breasts, she’d looked down at him, her hair swinging about her face, obscuring then revealing her fool’s-gold eyes as they held his. Grinding her hips with a heightening tempo she’d pushed herself down against the firmness of his stomach. As she’d worked faster and harder her head began to rise until, showing him the full tautness of her throat, she too came, crying out over the sounds of the rain-loud city beyond their window.


When Michael woke the next morning it had been as simple as a single thought repeating in his mind, a voice belonging to both his past and future self. ‘I don’t want this to stop.’ But with it came a fear he hadn’t experienced so purely since childhood. It was the trepidation of happiness; a spreading sensation in his chest provoked by a joy so palpable that by its very nature it was unbearably fragile too – beaten thin in its expansion, ephemeral before the certainties of life, death.


As Caroline showered, she too became aware of a shift in her perception. In previous relationships her single life had been a whispering promise she’d had to keep at bay. But now that whisper had faded to silence, and she realised where once she’d only ever wanted herself now she wanted Michael too. As she’d lain on top of him the previous night, both of them breathing like sprinters, distant cars sounding over the bridge, she’d felt a subtle conception somewhere deep within her. Not of a child, but of what, if she allowed it, could happen next. Because this was no longer about sex or feeling wanted or new experience. And this is what she told Michael over their breakfast that morning. That it wasn’t about infatuation or abating loneliness. It was about something else now, but whatever it was she could only speak of it in terms of what it wasn’t because she’d never felt it before. But, she said, pouring them coffee and tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, what she did know was that she wanted more of it. Whatever it was, she wanted more.
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The following spring they watched, Michael’s arm across Caroline’s shoulders, as the removal company’s lorry manoeuvred its way down the lane towards Coed y Bryn. As it lumbered towards them, rocking in the potholes, broken stalks of cow parsley shivered in its wing mirrors, as if it had been decorated expressly for this, its arrival at their marital home.


For the first week they went nowhere other than the local shops or takeaways. As they opened each packing crate and box the objects of their previous lives began to fill the low-beamed rooms of Coed y Bryn. Lamps from New York, rugs from Kabul, a set of chairs from Berlin. Caroline, Michael discovered, owned two guitars, neither of which she could play. He, meanwhile, to appease her pleading, agreed to try on his student fencing kit she’d found, gutting it with glee from a musty kitbag. The creases in the jacket were stiff with age but it still fitted him, as did the breeches, streaked with long rust stains from the blades they’d been wrapped around. Pulling on the equally rust-patched mask Caroline had picked up one of his épées, its coquille dented and scratched, and come at him with it, slashing at his arms crying, ‘Defend yourself! Defend yourself!’


In the afternoons, despite her inexperience, Caroline attacked the garden with equal enthusiasm, working quickly and haphazardly. She didn’t know what she was doing but she didn’t care. She wanted, she told Michael, to feel this turn in their lives between her fingers, in the soil of their new home, in its moisture seeping through her jeans as she knelt at the bramble-choked shrubs and bushes.


While the shadows of the May evenings lengthened over Caroline in the garden, a haze of midges blurring the air above her, Michael continued working inside, unpacking and arranging the furniture of their single lives. At night, whether it was cold or not, they lit the wood stove, opened a bottle of wine and fitted themselves into a single armchair to talk about their future and watch the hills through the window turn inky against a darkening sky.


But already, even in those first months, Michael could sense the cottage alone might not be enough for Caroline. Their rhythms were complementary but different, and the move to Coed y Bryn had revealed this in a way their London lives had not. Both he and Caroline were storytellers, not of their own lives but of others’. It was this vocational territory, of exploring and shaping beyond themselves, that they’d first shared. It was what had first brought them together. But where Michael always retreated to his desk to tell his stories, Caroline had simply moved on to the next. For her their telling was a need, a hunger. Her belief in the truth being told was almost fanatical, whatever the outcome of a story’s exposure. Where Michael would carefully weigh his content for repercussion or hurt, Caroline had always been fearless with consequence.


‘Why wouldn’t you be?’ she’d once challenged him. ‘Anything that happens is only what should have happened anyway, if it was known in the first place. And what’s the alternative?’ she’d asked him, warming to her theme. ‘The untold story,’ she’d said, pointing at him like an accuser. ‘It’s like landfill. We can bury it all we like, but in time it’ll catch up with us.’


Her passion was infectious and Caroline’s commitment to her craft had been one of the traits Michael had most admired about her when they’d first met. But he also knew it wasn’t without self-interest. For him the life of his subject was another country; one he discovered first in person, and then again on the page. Once back at his desk his stories travelled further than he had, went where he’d been unable to go, leaving Michael behind as a silent still point, a governing hand from afar. But for Caroline the stories of others were her fuel. She travelled for them and through them. Their birthing into the light was her nutrition, their telling what kept her moving.


‘We can be still here.’ This is what she’d said to him when they’d first viewed Coed y Bryn and the estate agent had left them alone to talk. Michael had wanted to believe her, and as they’d bedded in over that spring, he’d continued to do so. But sometimes, when they walked to the top of the hill behind the cottage, or when he found her looking out of its windows on the landing, he’d catch a flicker in her expression, as if it wasn’t freedom she saw in those hills, fields and woods, but constriction.


On that first night they’d met at the Frontline, Caroline’s manner had reminded Michael of a birdcage, her small body alive with wings brushing against her wire. On moving to Coed y Bryn he’d sensed those birds begin to settle; their wings fold, their alert heads become calm. But they were still there, inside her. Their lightness, their potential for flight. And this is what Michael saw in those moments on the hill, or on the landing, when something surfaced, briefly, beneath her features. The wing tip of one of those birds woken within her, its plumage flashing in her eye, its feathers brushing under her brow.




*





Within days of unpacking, Michael had begun work on his next book. Like BrotherHoods, The Man Who Broke the Mirror was to be a work of non-fiction but novelistic in style and tone. Its subject was Oliver Blackwood, a brilliant but volatile neurosurgeon who in recent years had controversially, and often on the back of the work of others, ‘crossed the floor’ to stray into matters of neuroscience. Although trained in the biological workings of the material brain, for the last decade Oliver had been making waves, and trouble, with his writings and lectures on abstract matters of the mind. Not that Oliver himself saw such a clear distinction between the two. ‘The material,’ he’d told Michael early on in his research. ‘It’s all we’ve got, all we are. Anything else – memory, emotion’, he’d tapped his finger roughly against Michael’s head. ‘It’s all created, for real or as illusion, by this, the spongy stuff inside our skulls.’
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