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            ‘An abuser can seem emotionally needy. You can get caught in a trap of catering to him, trying to fill a bottomless pit. But he’s not so much needy as entitled, so no matter how much you give him, it will never be enough. He will just keep coming up with more demands because he believes his needs are your responsibility, until you feel drained down to nothing.’

            —Lundy Bancroft, Why Does He Do That?

Inside The Minds of Angry and Controlling Men

         

      

   


   
      
         
            To Mr C

            
                

            

            You always got it, which is why I love you.

            
                

            

            L xx

         

      

   


   
      
         

            PART ONE

            Past Simple

            /ed/

         

      

   


   
      
         

            One

         

         ‘I’m not doing this anymore,’ he says. ‘She won’t say anything.’

         ‘We all know that’s not true.’

         He flinches from the silence that follows. Her expression gives nothing away. But that’s her all over: she can mask the anger deep inside her. It’s what makes her dangerous. She Who Must Be Obeyed.

         ‘And what do you propose we do, instead?’ she says at last, folding her thin arms.

         He grasps for an alternative, but it’s futile: he can come up with nothing. His body sags in defeat, his eyes cast downwards at the stone floor.

         ‘I thought so.’ A shark-like smile crosses her face.

         Resentment blooms in his gut. Heat travels up his gullet and cloys in his throat. He can’t breathe. He doesn’t trust himself to speak. He clenches his fists, keeping them by his sides, digging his fingernails into his palms.

         ‘We’ve been through all this.’ She puts one of her cool, papery palms to his face. From afar anyone would think it an affectionate gesture. It’s not.

         ‘I don’t care,’ he whispers.

         ‘You know you do,’ she chastises. ‘Think of the others. We all agreed. Remember?’

         White-hot anger blazes through him now. He’d never agreed, not really. Her gaze flickers to the clock on the wall. Already she is planning her next move, so sure of her victory over him. He proves her right; still he says nothing. Such a coward.

         ‘Just play the game.’

         Those words: a mantra, a verbal talisman. Designed to get them all to fall into line. She’d drilled them until the words would come unbidden to their own lips. She’d told him he was the protector, the big man. He had to look out for everyone, present their best side to the world. No one must know the truth.

         It could spoil everything.

         He breathes in the sickly vanilla scent of her perfume. He speaks through gritted teeth. ‘Maybe I don’t want to play the game anymore?’

         She blinks, momentary surprise in her eyes. He hasn’t talked back to her in years. But then she recovers her nerve and stands her ground, all swagger and bravado. ‘You’re being ridiculous.’

         Despite her rictus grin, he sees her realising she no longer has the upper hand. He meets her shining eyes and enjoys sensing her apprehension; she thinks he might hit her. He knows he won’t, but her anxiety pleases him. He is nearly a foot taller, broader across the chest and shoulder, all muscle. He could grab her by her slim neck with just one of his hands and strangle her, dangling her above the floor … If he wanted to. And she knows it.

         But his boldness does not last. Like a soap bubble, his defiance bursts, leaving nothing concrete between them. She knows how much he fears her wrath; how he will attempt to scrabble to safety. But his grip is always too weak: he will fall backwards, hopeless, into her suffocating embrace.

         ‘You’re supposed to look after them.’ She enunciates each word, so each one drops like a rock. ‘Remember?’

         He feels his courage slide back down into his boots, into the floor beneath them. His head dips in shame. He swallows as the gloating steel edge returns to her voice. The familiar ball of pain in his throat stops him from speaking. The icy fingers of anxiety tear inside his ribcage, like a tiny creature clawing its way out of his chest.

         He nods, acquiescing at last.

         ‘You’ve done the right thing.’

         He can feel the triumph radiating from her. Her bony hand pats his shoulder, her long nails like a bird’s talons.

         She turns, her high heels clacking on the red kitchen tiles, her long skirt sashaying around her ankles. The kitchen door swings behind her as she leaves.

         A sudden howl escapes him. He sweeps one arm across the kitchen worktop. Saucepans, ladles, plates and Pyrex dishes go crashing to the floor, smashing. Pieces skitter across the tiles and disappear under the stainless-steel cabinets.

         It’s not enough. He grabs more items from the sideboards and sends them flying. Cutlery and tins crash against ceramic; squash bottles bounce onto the kitchen floor; drums of coffee and sugar spill their contents. Granules pour onto the hob and countertops. Their subtle aromas fill the air.

         He digs in the back pocket of his jeans and pulls out his phone. Desperation clamours through him as he scrolls through his contacts. He could call her, warn her. He should warn her.

         But his thumb hovers above the call button. What would he say? Would she even believe him? He’s not even sure he believes the threat himself.

         As the swell of emotion recedes, he feels lost. He tells himself he’s being ridiculous. He must pull himself together. Tamp down his rage, as always.

         He puts his phone back in his pocket.

      

   


   
      
         

            Two

         

         Jenny, Jenny, Jenny…

         
             …I like it. Your shining name rolls around my mouth, smooth like chocolate melting on my tongue. Vanilla and cocoa, sweet and soft, just like you. It makes sense.

            But the truth is hard and ugly, like a fifty-pence piece forced in between my teeth. I bite hard, try to force it down my throat. It catches in my gullet. Their lies are too big to swallow.

            It was never meant to be like this. You should soar, but instead you are a bird in a gilded cage. They celebrate the false shell, denying the real you inside. They say it is for your own good! But their language of care is one of control.

            Well, no more. We see them for what they really are. We trudge onwards, holding onto each other, supporting the other when one of us threatens to fall. We can do this. You are and will always be my twin soul. Real girls.

            Soon you will be free. As I am, now.

            I love you.

            
                

            

            India xxx
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            Three

         

         I awake, ravenous, in the early evening. Winter darkness forms at the window. Head banging, I sit up. I’m in a tangle of sheets on the floor; I’ve rolled off my grubby futon. As I reach for my phone, a sharp pain shoots down my neck and through my shoulders. Getting too old for this shit.

         I wear just a vest and knickers. I’m lying on a selection of condom wrappers, crisps packets, empty pizza boxes and junk-food cartons. My hair is in a gluey mass at the back of my head. I don’t even want to think about what caused that.

         Predictably, my mobile is dead, the battery long since drained. I stagger to my feet and feel blindly for a charger. I find one already plugged into the wall next to the toaster, amid a shower of crumbs and globules of jam. I plug it in. I grab a glass, filling it at the sink and gulping the water down gratefully, as if I’ve walked across the Sahara the previous evening.

         What the hell happened last night?

         On the countertop, a hastily scribbled note with a phone number: ‘CHEERS, D XX’. A flash of an image comes to me: just a body, no face. Pressed jeans, best shirt, a mop of curly hair with boy-band white teeth. Where did I find him? I can’t recall. I become aware of this stranger’s hands and lips on me: a red mark on my breast; sensitivity between my legs. I am unconcerned.

         I put the rest of my dirty laundry in the basket, pulling off my clothes as I do so. Naked, I pad through to the bathroom, my nostrils flaring at the rank smell. I clamber into the shower anyway and let the water trickle over my head. I’d hoped for a power shower, but in this area the water system is ancient, the pressure nil. I wet my hands and lather myself with liberal amounts of shower gel, washing his touch, his taste away. I watch water swirl down the plughole and imagine D, or whatever his name is, falling into its dark depths, forever trapped in the pipes.

         Never. Again.

         I turn the shower off and dry my body and hair roughly, before letting the towel fall onto the bathroom floor. Still nude, I walk through to the living space and open a drawer. Virtually all my clothes are dirty. I dress hurriedly in mismatched items – the only ones I have left. So, that’s my Saturday night sorted: I’m off to the all-night launderette near the station. Yay.

         I remember my phone, still plugged in by the toaster. I see its red light flashing from across the room. As I pick it up, I note the SILENT icon; I forgot to change it back after work yesterday. Expecting a few texts, maybe a couple of missed calls and my usual email spam, I swipe a finger across the screen.

         29 MISSED CALLS.

         17 TEXTS.

         3 VOICEMAILS.

         All from the same number, listed as MUM.

         Raw fear courses through me before I open any of them. My mother is the laconic type; she’s not the kind of parent who goes chasing. I read the texts:

         —‘PHONE ME NOW’

         —‘POPPY FOR GOD’S SAKE ANSWER’

         —‘CALL ME’

         —‘CALL ME’

         —‘CALL ME’

         The same, plaintive message, over and over.

         I hesitate. There’s a part of me that doesn’t want to know what could have happened at home while I was pissed out my skull.

         It has to be Tim.

         A litany of causes of death crashes through my mind. Heart attack, one of the biggest killers of middle-aged men. Or perhaps a stroke, or a brain embolism. Tim has high blood pressure. He’s been overweight since I met him twenty-five years ago, when I was just five. He’d pick me up as a little girl and crush me to his barrel chest. He called the spare tyre around his middle his ‘love handles’ and for the past quarter of a century has resisted all attempts to make him slim down for the good of his health. He’d sing The Beatles’ ‘When I’m Sixty-Four’ every time Mum so much as tried to broach the subject.

         He’s sixty-three now, could he not have made it to that celebrated age?

         You hear of it all the time. But you always think it will happen to someone else; someone else’s family. Death is just a concept, not real. Could my stepfather really be lying dead and cold on a slab, while I was doing something as banal as cleaning my flat and sorting my washing?

         I don’t hit the RECALL button; I don’t need to. Mum’s name flashes again silently on screen, her smiling face appearing on my smartphone a curious contrast to the dread piercing my chest. I let it ring twice, then press the green button and place the phone to my ear.

         I brace myself for impact. ‘Mum…?’

         Mum does not launch into accusations or reproaches for being off the grid. She attempts to say my name, but instead just emits this pained, low moan, like a trapped animal. It sets my teeth on edge and threatens to open the primeval floodgates in me, too.

         Insight hits me. My life is split in two: Before and After. My brain bucks against the weight of what’s coming and strains to make sense of the fear deluging through my veins. In years to come, every time I hear tears in someone’s voice, I will see the wall of this studio flat, the crack that leads from the television on its bracket towards the dented fridge.

         But still I don’t want to believe something terrible has happened. I don’t ask the question – ‘Is it Tim?’ – because I don’t want to hear the answer. I try to speak, attempt to say something stupid like ‘Happy Christmas!’ and make it all go away. I know it can’t, but I’m desperate to hold onto my Before life, the one that had seemed so shit when I woke up, surrounded by the detritus of my reckless existence.

         Anything other than this.

         Then Mum speaks, her words clear, almost deadpan. It’s not Tim, after all.

         ‘It’s your sister.’

      

   


   
      
         

            Four

         

         I blink. I find myself on a train, heading towards Liverpool Street station. I’m vaguely aware of cheery, anticipatory faces around me. It’s Saturday night, so people in their twenties are everywhere, hands thrust in pockets, leaning against one another, the carriage a hive of excited activity.

         The doors of the train swish open.

         ‘She’s dead. India’s dead.’ Mum’s voice on the end of the phone seemed alien. It still feels like a bad joke.

         ‘H-how? What? Why?’ I stammered.

         Bewilderment cascaded through me, followed by an ice-like certainty: Mum wouldn’t have said something like this for no reason. Then, even stranger, another thought occurred: But it’s Christmas. As if Death takes time off during the holiday season.

         ‘Come home,’ Mum whispered.

         I could discern it was taking every bit of strength she had to form the words. She was threatening to unravel.

         ‘See you in a few hours.’ I sounded more in control than I was.

         I drift through the middle of all of the crowds, making my way through the labyrinthine tunnels of the Tube. I walk up steps, on autopilot. I am untouchable: shoals of people divide and reconnect around me. I wander through bright-white hallways. The floor starts to move, travellators and elevators beneath my boots.

         A blast of outside air makes its way down into another station – Victoria this time. I shiver; I have no coat. I have no luggage. Just the clothes I stand up in, my handbag. As I queue for yet another ticket, I catch sight of my reflection in the plate-glass window of a late-night burger joint. I look a sight. I’m wearing thin leggings, a pyjama t-shirt. I button up my cardigan, absent-minded. All my dirty laundry languishes back at the apartment, with the rest of my Before life. My hair, still wet, hangs in ratty knots around my shoulders.

         At last I make it to the head of the queue. Behind the glass, a woman taps at a computer. She has neon-coloured threads woven into her cornrows, contrasting with her dull, grey uniform. Weary irritation forces her limbs into squared-off angles, the sign of the perennial night-shift worker. She says nothing, waiting instead for my instruction, one manicured hand poised over the keyboard.

         ‘Single to Brighton,’ I say.

         My ticket issued, I make my way towards the boards. I’ve got twenty-five minutes until the next train. That’s the difficult part of travelling, isn’t it? The waiting. In side rooms, on benches, in hallways. Waiting in the vehicles you’re travelling in, connecting you from A to B. The destination is all that matters.

         Everywhere I look there are newspapers. Carried under arms, lying on seats, fallen into stairwells. I grab one up, hungry for information, yet unable to shake the bizarre sensation that none of this is real.

         I discover my younger sister is not front-page news. India is relegated to a side column, her humanity stripped away:

         
               YOUNG WOMAN, 24, FALLS ONTO RAILWAY TRAC KS Trains were halted for several hours between Brighton and London on Friday night after a young woman fell from a bridge onto rail tracks. India Rutledge, 24, was sighted running away from Brighton Station between 18:00 and 19:00. It is thought, about an hour later, she made her way to the notorious bridge located further down the track.

            People on board the 20:12 to London Victoria report hearing ‘a loud bang’, though no one saw the young woman fall. The train driver is being treated for shock. British Transport Police are appealing for witnesses.

         

         I read and re-read the report, my brain refusing to take the details in at first. I look at my watch and note the date again: 23rd December.

         India’s birthday.

         Earlier this week – in my Before life – I’d posted a card. I’d chosen it without care, grabbing it from a newsagent’s near the school where I was working. I’d not wanted to give India any more ammunition. I wanted to show her – and my parents – I can be the ‘good’ sister. For once.

         It’s India’s birthday, yet she’s dead.

         
             

         

         I’m six, nearly seven. The Christmas holidays are forgotten this year, because my sister is born two weeks early. There is no Christmas tree, no presents under it. My mother has been completely caught out by the new arrival.

         The baby comes home from the hospital trussed up in a car seat. My sister is wearing a pink knitted bonnet and a baby-gro with embroidered strawberries on. I am dressed nicely too: my hair is plaited, my puppy fat forced into a dress a little on the small side. It pinches under the arms.

         I am sidelined as relatives, friends and random associates take turns to look at my replacement. Still in that car seat, my new sister is placed on the polished coffee table. The best china, cups and saucers and shining silver teaspoons, are placed next to her. Adults coo, exclaiming how good, how tiny or how cute this baby is, bringing cards and presents with them.

         None are for me. I grow bored waiting for the adults to say how nice I look, or ask how I am getting on at big school.

         So I drift closer to them. But their attention is still solely on the new kid, the one who only yesterday was still in my mum’s belly. Just twenty-four hours ago I heard only bad things about this baby: how she gave Mum indigestion, or heartburn or an aching back. My mum had put her bloated ankles up on the pouf in the living room. She’d eaten chocolate spread straight out of the jar. She’d complained about being pregnant and how it lasted forever. But today, all is different: the baby is here and all is forgiven. India is only good.

         I join two women on the floor. They sit on their heels next to the coffee table. One is the tall, thin woman from across the road who’s always in a rush and pushing a pram, her face set in a grim line. But not today; she is all smiles.

         The other is the classroom assistant at my school: Miss Macey. She has big hands and a big gap between her two front teeth. She reads storybooks in silly voices, but not today.

         Both are enchanted by my sister. I want them to look up, smile at me.

         I lean on the coffee table. My weight makes it rear up. Two of its stubby legs leave the floor. There’s a clash of china as cups and saucers slide. The car seat rocks perilously backwards. Multiple female cries of alarm fill the air, as if sound alone can cushion the baby’s fall.

         But the baby does not fall.

         Miss Macey grabs the car seat handle with her big hands. A collective sigh resounds from the adults, like the hiss of air brakes on a double-decker bus. My mother stares at me with shiny eyes, as if she hates me.

         ‘What have you done?’

         I stand there, my six-year-old brain unable to process my mum’s anger. Delayed embarrassment lands its black butterfly wings on my face, bringing with it red cheeks. I take in the adults’ wide eyes, frozen where they stand or sit between my mother and me.

         The moment melts just as rapidly. I’m able to move. I flee to the stairwell, too-jolly adult voices behind me, covering up their own anxiety.

         An hour or so later, I see the grown-ups leave at last, shuffling through the hall. All of them pretend not to see me, morose on the bottom step.

         Most people go without fuss, without bother. But not India. She goes out with a bang. Literally. And this time, I’m not there.

         Sister. What have you done?

      

   


   
      
         

            Five

         

         My train finally arrives at Brighton station.

         I look up and see the large clock suspended from the criss-cross slats of the station roof. The stars in the dark sky above contrast with the neon lamps that light the station with their sickly glow. The closest coffee shop is closed, its doors locked. The ticket barriers are open.

         A young couple with a sleeping child follow me off our train, the father effortlessly hoisting the little girl over his shoulder. He links his other arm with his partner’s; she stares up at him with starry eyes. She is younger than me. India’s age.

         I watch them as they disappear through the ticket barrier into the brightly lit concourse and onto the street. I shift my handbag on my shoulder, shivering now with the cold. The mild December weather has transformed abruptly. Beyond the ticket barriers, the doors of the station stand open. As I draw closer, I can see a night bus and the taxi rank, a light dusting of snow on the pavement and on the closed food carts. Dirty-grey grit on the ground. Slushy footprints amble downhill, into the town beyond.

         Outside the station, I catch sight of the Transport Police poster mounted on a stand labelled ‘INCIDENT’. I know what will be under that word, along with an appeal for witnesses and information.

         Suicide.

         Did you know, suicide on the railways kills nearly three hundred people a year? That’s 4.5 percent of suicides every single year. It says so – right there on the Network Rail posters and on Samaritans banners on buses, so it must be true.

         
            (Suicide, noun. 1. The act of killing oneself intentionally. 2. An efficient and simple way of dealing with life’s shit. 3. The very last item on your ‘to do’ list. Related words: kill, die, stupid, selfish.)

         

         These aren’t just my words, but the words of hundreds of thousands of others left to pick up the pieces (another cliché). Except we’re not picking the pieces up. We’re shovelling them, our arms heavy with the weight of dirt and rocks, as well as a side helping of that other related word, ‘guilt’. We have to live every day with the label of being the one whose mother, father or sibling killed themselves. We’re left with endless questions, which are branded forever on our skin: Could I have stopped it? Did I miss the signs? How can this have happened? Why wasn’t I enough?

         But I’ve barely spoken to India in four years. The last proper conversation we had, she stood on the front doorstep of the house I am returning to now. She was dressed in another of her hoodies, thrown on over a pair of pyjama trousers. She was watching me leave home again, her bare feet pale pink on the concrete step.

         ‘Running away,’ she’d sneered that morning, blocking my bedroom doorway as I shoved clothes and toiletries into my case.

         ‘Hardly,’ I’d retorted, her words making me prickle. ‘London’s an hour away; if that.’

         India folded her arms. ‘So stay.’

         I faltered. It was the closest to an apology I would get from my sister. But then I remembered why I was going. ‘You know I can’t.’

         India’s top lip curled. ‘You won’t, you mean.’

         What do you care? I wanted to scream at her, back then. My leaving had nothing to do with her, not really. But my younger sister had to get involved, had to meddle … as usual. I didn’t want to argue with her, but she’d picked a side and it wasn’t mine. She’d drawn a line between us.

         I turned as I reached the corner. From the doorstep, India gave me a sarcastic little wave, her lip pulled back in that perpetual sneer of hers. I almost returned it with The Finger, but didn’t.

         If I’d known that was the last time I would see my sister breathing, would I have done things differently? Perhaps I would have raced back, thrown my arms around her. But after all that had happened between us, I know she’d have flinched away. A simple hug would have been misconstrued, examined for ulterior motives.

         I wander the way the young family went moments before. My breath comes out in trails. I can no longer feel the soles of my feet. I slip through the ticket barriers and towards the taxi rank, though I have no money left. I could get in one of those vehicles, direct it to my parents’ house and get them to pay the bill, but I don’t want to arrive to more rolled eyes, just like when I left. Not now. Not After.

         So I set off along the pavement, moving down the hill from the station, cutting through to the red-brick labyrinth that is The Lanes. It won’t take me long to walk, perhaps forty minutes. Maybe I can even wake up my frozen limbs along the way.

         Bare branches reach up into the inky sky in Whitehawk as I turn onto the grimy street I left four years ago. Our old Coach House looks exactly like I left it. No one has painted it in the time I’ve been away, so its white render is a dingy grey. Someone has tagged a cryptic message with spray paint on the garage door.

         I can see the doorstep, but no India stands there now. It is empty but for a small, ginger cat sitting patiently on the frosty handkerchief of a front lawn, washing its paws. It looks young, barely out of kittenhood. Is it ours? I have no idea. In the past four years, I’ve only met my parents in London when they have come up for dinner and a show. I realise, too late, that I’ve avoided India, just as she’s avoided me.

         My freezing finger presses the doorbell. I have no key. It’s only as the porch light goes on and Tim’s worried face swims into view through the frosted glass that it hits me how late it is, how a caller would ordinarily worry my parents at this hour. But the worst has already happened. No other bad news can match it.

         ‘Poppy!’

         There is a rattle of the security chain and my stepfather opens the door. Shorter than me by a full half a foot, Tim still wafts that musky smell of secret cigarettes he thinks my mother does not know about. His widow’s peak creates a ‘w’ on the top of his round, broad head.

         I attempt an incongruous smile, as if this is a normal reunion. Then I’m suddenly hot and I disconnect from reality, like someone has turned off a switch.

         I lurch towards him. I feel Tim’s meaty hands under my armpits, holding me up. He yells something I don’t understand. Perhaps my mother’s name, because she comes running down the stairs from the living room above, her bare feet thwacking on the tiles. Her hair is unbrushed and she has her dressing gown on over her rumpled clothes.

         ‘Poppy, Poppy…’ she coos, smoothing a hand over her hair, helping my stepfather hold me up.

         It takes both of them to manhandle me through the doorway. I am not overweight, but like Tim, Mum is much smaller than I am.

         Like an automaton I move forwards and without knowing how I got there, I am in my old bedroom: I know it from the smell, rather than its décor, because it has all changed. The once-green walls are now yellow. It is bare, devoid of personal touches, not even a vase of flowers on the nightstand. New, starched curtains are open, a chasm of black night yawns beyond.

         I don’t care. I collapse, face first onto the bed. I just lie there, breathing in the scent of fabric conditioner: jojoba. India reappears in my mind, twisting her mouth with a smile, correcting Tim’s pronunciation – ‘No, Dad. Ho-hoba!’ – before dissolving into a fit of giggles.

         I am only just aware of my parents’ hushed voices, muttering between themselves. One of them places another duvet over the top of me, followed by a thick fleece blanket. I want to say something, even if it’s only ‘thanks’, but I cannot. I am immobile.

         When the overhead light turns off, I pass out.

      

   


   
      
         

            Six

         

         He grips the handlebars of the exercise bike. He feels the burn in his thighs, knees and core. An involuntary grunt escapes the back of his throat. Not that anyone can hear it: dance music pounds through the speakers, in time with a set of three-coloured disco lights that flash sporadically in his eyes. Fuck’s sake.

         The dungeon-like spin studio is dark, no mirrors. It’s the only one in use in daylight hours: the yummy mummies and night-shift girls don’t like seeing their flabby arses hanging off the bike seats, or their cellulite shaking as they pedal. He averts his eyes from flesh bulging out the backs of too-tight leggings and the armpits of sagging sports bras.

         He could pick any of the women in the room and know their story. So. Predictable. On young, chubby left hands, there are shiny new rocks: they’re trying to slim down for a wedding dress. On older female hands: a mark where a band has been, as women past their prime attempt to slim back down after the comfort blanket of marriage. Women are so obvious in their crusades to find a man, mould him and call it ‘true love’.

         The spin instructor calls out encouragement in his reedy voice during breaks in the music. He’s a white guy, friendship bracelets on his girlish wrists, another on each one of his ankles. Another shirtlifter, no doubt: they’re bloody everywhere, especially in Brighton. The instructor’s sternum peeks out of his vest, he is all knees and elbows, his skinny legs powering down on the pedals. But he’s probably stronger than he looks; lean and wiry, like his own father.

         Dad was a bare-knuckle fighter in his youth. He liked to boast that he won the stake money for the family business by knocking Frankie ‘The Beast’ Harding out in an illegal, unlicensed fight in the backroom of Joe’s Gym on Carnivale Street. That money enabled him to buy his own van and tools, setting up as self-employed and saying goodbye to casual labouring forever.

         Not long after that he’d met the love of his life. She’d been a salon girl over at her aunt’s. She hadn’t cared much for hair cutting, but she did have a head for business. A few months later, she was ensconced by the phone in a shiny new office, a ring on her finger. The origins of the family empire. The rest, as they say, is history.

         He turns the bike’s resistance up to the top. He can feel the start of a stitch in his side, raw pain stabs the backs of his calves, making him feel light-headed. But it’s a relief to feel something pure – something he doesn’t need to hide. Exercise is his only true release.

         Heat flushes up his neck and face. He can feel sweat shaking from his flesh, like a dog just out of a pond, as he speeds the pedals round and round, teeth clenched.

         He’s almost disappointed when he recognises the opening bars of the warm-down song. The women in the room seem to breathe out a collective sigh of relief as they grab for the resistance handle, taking it down just one or two notches to the beginning, their faces red with exertion.

         He grudgingly follows suit, taking his down from eight, resolving to come in the evening when more men would be there. Maybe then he might have some real competition. Of course, he never airs these opinions. The world’s gone mad for supposed equality, but in real terms it’s special treatment women desire. They want to be in charge, but they want to play the victim, too. None of them can be trusted. As far as women are concerned men are as good as children. If one ever dares to step out of line, he’s a beast.

         He laces his fingers together and stretches out his arms. He can feel himself reconnecting, rebooting. This is state zero, the kickoff, the most at peace he will ever be. He savours the momentary quiet in his head; it won’t be long before the endless cycle of crap rushes at him again. Drip by drip by drip, it will deplete his reserves of patience and fill him up with what feels like poisonous gas, straining at his skin, no way out.

      

   


   
      
         

            Seven

         

         The next few days pass in a fog. I remember only fragments. I do not cry. Instead I am agitated, moving from room to room, restless yet trapped. I am reminded of a school trip to a farm, seeing ewes and cows doing the same, crashing against the metal barriers that confine them, their eyes wild with fear.

         Christmas has been cancelled again, twenty-five years on from my sister’s birth. India’s gone. Dead. I just can’t reconcile the word with the reality, when she’d been such a vital presence. It seems unthinkable.

         I sit in my sister’s room, hunched on her chair, staring at the things she’s left: sheaves of her beautiful drawings on the desk; notebooks full of her neat, looped handwriting; photos she’s taken on the pinboard – extreme close-ups of flowers; landscapes; sunsets. India had been so artistic, so gifted. I see her everywhere: lying on the bed, her legs propped up on the headboard, painted toenails in the air.

         What a waste.

         Though I’d been jealous of India when she was born, I fell into the role of big sister with ease. Being six years older, I discovered it was fun to have a younger sibling, especially as India sought to emulate me every chance she got. By the time I hit my late teens, it had been up to me to drop her at school on the way to college, or make her tea. Mum and Tim worked long hours running the arcade down on the pier, so India wanted me to read to her, or to help her with her homework. A deep ache opens up inside my chest; tears threaten, but I blink them back, determined to be doing something. For India.

         I search the desk. There are piles of papers, magazines and letters, some still sealed and discarded. I open the official-looking ones in a bid to gain some insight into my younger sister’s life. A doctor’s letter, inviting India in for a smear test; a fine for an overdue library book; a referral letter to a psychiatrist.

         India was depressed?

         I root through her desk drawers, then her bedside cabinet. Inside, a packet of antidepressants, the blister-pack full. India has not taken any of them.

         I am filled with rage, both at my sister for not taking the pills, then my parents, for not making her. But India was an adult. What could Mum and Tim have done – grounded her? I fold up the psychiatry appointment letter and shove it in my pocket. I don’t know why. All I know is I won’t rest until I discover what really happened to my beautiful, talented little sister.

         
             

         

         A doctor arrives at the Coach House to see me. I don’t remember his name. I recognise him as an old friend of Tim’s. He is a tall, pale man in his late sixties with a perfectly bald, dome-shaped skull. He leans on a cane. Neither has come to him with age; he’s had both since he was a young man.

         The doctor has the studied, yet genuine air of an educated man who’s pulled himself up by his bootstraps without forgetting his roots. I was at school with his daughter – a thin, meek girl with eczema who sat alone and looked no one in the eye.

         The doctor mutters theories about emotional trauma and ‘the next few days being crucial’. I ignore both him and my parents. The weight of India’s loss hangs over all of us, acknowledged yet somehow still inconceivable. Is this shock? I suppose so. Yet again, words are simply not enough to describe the reality of the situation.

         But my extreme confusion and distress are short-lived. I feel myself reconnecting. I return from wherever I’ve been, to some semblance of ‘normality’. Now, I am dressed appropriately, borrowing underwear and leggings from my sister’s wardrobe and a plain top from my mother’s. My long, mousey-brown hair is washed, pulled into a side ponytail.

         I borrow Tim’s iPad without asking and call up my sister’s Facebook profile.

         I scroll through India’s photos first: a couple of pictures of her at a birthday party, tagged from someone else’s album, plus a few more at someone else’s wedding. In each one she looks separate from the other people in the frame, standing apart from everyone else. India doesn’t look sad, or even bothered. She looks independent, at ease with herself, the way I remember her.

         But the camera must lie.

         There is a photo of my sister alone. She’s used it as her profile picture. She’s at a festival, a flower garland in her hair. India looks about nineteen or twenty, as I remember her. Her stance is very different in this pic. She’s laughing, wearing a crop top and a hippy skirt with bells around the waist. In one hand, she holds a half-full plastic pint glass.

         Scrolling down her profile page, I note my sister has written statuses more and more frequently. She was doing so five or six times a day in the weeks running up to her death. Most of the statuses are vaguebooks. (Vaguebook, noun. A purposefully vague, often one-word status update, designed to invite a response.)

         Clicking through, some of them now seem suicidal: ‘whatever’; ‘frustrated’; ‘done’.

         That familiar anger rises to the surface again. Why didn’t anyone see what was going on? Then, more guilt: I should have been here. Besides, such statuses are only illuminating with hindsight. Before, they could have meant anything.

         Underneath each of India’s statuses, there’s a handful of ‘likes’ and replies. A couple of Goodreads notifications come next, more auto updates. India was reading Frankenstein at the time of her death, though she was stuck at twenty-nine-percent finished for months. There are a few memes, mostly positive-thinking guff, complete with cute animals, rainbows, fairies and unicorns. I don’t recall India ever being into stuff like this.

         There’s a selection of links posted to her Facebook profile: all to www.1NDIAsummer.com. A personal blog.

         The police have already told us about this site, but it has taken me until now to gird myself to read it. There aren’t many entries; they span a six-week period leading up to India’s death. Each one refers to a codename; India’s logic isn’t hard to follow – they’re all from classic fairy tales: Frog King, Wicked Witch, The Wolf, Sleeping Beauty … Ugly Sister.

         I’m stung when I see the last one: could ‘Ugly Sister’ mean me? But reading it, I see nothing in the entry I recognise. But would I? Could this be my sister’s last thoughts about me? Please, no.

         The final post is different. This one is addressed to ‘Jenny’. The police have called this entry – India’s final post – a suicide note. But it’s not. A note, anyway. Something about the blog post seems to jar. Like that stand-out detail in the newspaper coverage about India running away from the railway station, only to mysteriously appear at the bridge, an hour later.

         You will be free … As I am now.

         India might be free, but she has condemned the rest of us. I can’t fathom how she could do this to us. Surely it can’t have got so bad for her? But how would I know? Maybe India did it because of me; because of our fractured relationship. Even if that wasn’t the answer, our feud cannot have helped her feel any better. Could I have tried harder to heal the rift between us? Yes. I was her older sister after all.

         We’d been so close until I left. And when I did, I was still angry with her – for picking a side that wasn’t mine. Now, in hindsight, I realise that what irritated me most was that I knew, deep down, that she was right.

         But something else niggles at me. Even faced with such compelling evidence, I can’t believe India could have killed herself. Before our dispute, we’d shared a strong bond. So, as fanciful as it seems, I feel certain I would have ‘felt’ my sister’s distress had she been in extreme spiritual pain.

         I will find out.
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