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			1

			In those time-frozen seconds, Thomas Maitland saw three things.

			The trees beside the road. The slope of the valley ahead. And the red Fiat turning in mid-air, silent, red against white and pale green and grey: as graceful as a dancer, and shocking in its irrationality.

			Then he heard the noise. The astounding impact of the Fiat and his own vehicle colliding: deafening, slamming the breath from his body.

			He must have stamped on the brakes of the van, because it swerved. He felt it roll about. The road rocked, shattered into fragments, reassembled through a crack in the windscreen. Through it, Thomas could see the sharp bend clearly again at the bottom of the hill. The green fields beyond. The melting snow under the beech trees.

			He sat gasping for a moment, then reached in a panic to switch off his engine. He found it hard to turn the key in the ignition. He did not dare to look to his right into the wood. There were other sounds, he realised: car’s brakes squealing as it crested the hill behind him, 40 yards away. Another impact behind him. He saw a lorry, stalled, that had been behind the Fiat; and he closed his eyes.

			
			

			The Fiat had rounded the bend below almost in the centre of the road. He saw it again, coming towards him, steadily veering. He had put his hand on the horn: he had sounded it, he was sure. He recalled the noise of that and then nothing, a blank, only the elegantly turning Fiat in the air. It reminded him of the kind of car that he had owned at college. A beaten-up thing with a taped-together wing.

			A man had been driving. As the car came closer Thomas had seen him looking directly at him for a moment before glancing down to his side.

			Thomas had seen the white of the driver’s hands, one skimming the dashboard, one on the steering wheel.

			*

			Thomas had left his house that morning at 6 o’clock. He had finished the commission for the large painting, and loaded it, with much cursing and difficulty, into the van the night before. He had to go to Gloucestershire via a customer in Claverton Down: it was likely to be a long day.

			In the half-light of the morning, he had stopped in the garden to look at the field beyond, waiting to see if the deer would come back to the maize stubble.

			A dawn light. Astronomical dawn, the sun 18 degrees below the horizon. Followed by nautical twilight, 12 degrees. Civil twilight, 6 degrees. He rubbed his forehead, frowning quizzically. Emptied of what mattered, his brain had become saturated with pointless information. He was a repository for it; he’d become a place where names and facts and numbers washed up.

			Sometimes his old life intruded: 32 years in the police force.

			Cases he’d rather forget than remember.

			Leaving the force nine years ago, he had visualised what he did now: thinking of landscapes, his drawings alive with contours. Colours to block the grey.

			
			

			Fran was there only occasionally. She crept back only when his guard was down.

			His dog was at his side, and looked up at him expectantly. Thomas glanced down at the terrier, the appallingly named Fish, who had become his shadow, mirroring his footsteps and stance, a canine slow waltz. Fran had named him.

			That had been four years ago. ‘You can’t call a dog Fish,’ he’d objected, laughing, when she had stood at their back fence with it, wet from the stream and wriggling as she held him on her hip. They’d only collected him from Rescue the day before. ‘It’s what he was chasing,’ she’d explained. The sunlight was fragmenting and re-forming on the grass under the apple tree.

			Fish always sat next to him on the bench seat in the cab of the van, ears pricked. He was a very small dog, intelligent, with a calculating, knowing expression.

			He liked to lie on a dusty bed in the studio workshop, watching the easel with half an eye. Only yesterday, he had stood for over an hour by the stepladder in the garden as Thomas tended Fran’s roses while an icy north-east wind blew around them both.

			Thomas had kept Fran’s dog at his side at first from duty, and then from gratitude, thankful that his wife had possessed a soft heart. He’d never liked dogs, that was the truth of it; but now Fish lay on his bed, smelling faintly of the mud from the fields, and of wax and sawdust. Fish even lay next to him on the overstuffed couch as he read the evening paper. Thomas smiled whenever he touched him. You had to be grateful for that.

			When the roses were done yesterday, neatly tied into their arches and loops, Thomas had stood back and looked at the pattern they made against the 18th-century red brick wall of the house. Then, he had taken the stepladder inside, and swept up the cuttings, sucking the scratches on the back of his hand. He wasn’t by nature a tidy person, but in the last two years he had kept solidly and bloody-mindedly to a routine, the kind of routine in the garden and studio and house that Fran used to have. He was only partially convinced of its usefulness, even when the roses bloomed, and the grass grew, and the blackthorn hedges that he had trimmed became a wash of white in early May.

			
			

			People had told him that was the secret, the way out of misery. As if they knew; as if anyone had the answer. Only he knew the cause of his sleeplessness, a cause much deeper than his loss. But all he could do was keep to time and routine.

			So he kept the house tidy, and he kept the dog’s ridiculous name, and he saw to the roses.

			*

			It was twelve minutes past eight that Monday morning when the traffic sergeant crested the rise outside Radstock. It was one of the busiest roads in the area: a main arterial route from Bath, north-south through open country.

			They had received 14 emergency calls. The fourth had been from the driver of a lorry, saying something about a small red car crossing the road. The sergeant narrowed his eyes, registering a van at a 45-degree angle almost in the centre of the road facing north, leaning to the left, its offside wing and door caved in. The nearside tyre had blown.

			There was a lorry with an unstable load facing up the hill, and a second crash facing north. He wove his bike through the cars, stopped and radioed in; got off the bike and walked towards the van.

			A man was on his knees in the road at its side, holding something in his lap. He looked up, into the sergeant’s eyes, seemingly perfectly calm, without any definite expression, and away again, shielding whatever it was that he was holding.

			The sergeant turned his head. The driver of the lorry was running, waving his arms, shouting about the chemical load. Liquid waste, inflammable. The sergeant had already seen the problem. He looked to his right.

			
			

			Three or four people were standing on the verge by the trees. A woman held up her arms, a kind of Biblical gesture of prayer, of pleading. He walked over to her, talking to Control on his radio, keeping up a running commentary.

			The woman ran forward and grabbed his arm. She looked to be in her early 70s, her face the ghastly colour of shock, her hands fluttering. She was holding a twisted headscarf, and her body shook. He made a mental note to watch her, another potential fatality.

			‘A boy,’ she kept saying. ‘He’s only a boy.’

			*

			It was not quite true. Although he did have a boyish look, with a full head of dark hair, the sergeant thought that the Fiat’s driver was probably in his late 30s, maybe more.

			The Fiat had righted itself so that it sat foursquare on its wheels, looking rather odd among the broken branches and the rotted leaves of the previous summer and the remnants of snow in the wood at the side of the road. The windscreen was shattered, and the roof dipped in an almost perfect arc. The driver’s door was open. Someone – surely not this elderly woman – had tried to pull the driver out.

			The traffic sergeant made his way across the small drainage ditch at the side of the road, and picked his way through the muddy ground beyond. He saw then exactly what the others involved had seen: that it was hopeless to try and help the driver. His neck was plainly broken. Incongruously, his hands still gripped the steering wheel.

			The sergeant leaned carefully inside the car. He saw a CD lying in the footwell.

			One visible word on the disc.

			Concerto.

			
			

			*

			The angle of the sun had somehow shifted. Thomas couldn’t remember how.

			He closed his eyes against the colour.

			He was sitting on the road, hoping to be left alone, to be ignored. He had a blinding pain behind his eyes, a migrainous shuttle of light and dark, and felt pressure on the left-hand side of his head. He wanted to lie down, and an incongruous yearning for sleep overcame him.

			He didn’t want to look at the ambulances or the fire crews: reds and yellows, green banding. The fluttering of blue and white tape. The jumble of the other vehicles. He rested his face against the cold metal of the open door of his van. A long time passed. Hours, or seconds.

			Someone took his arm. ‘All right, mate?’

			He opened his eyes. A paramedic was crouching beside him.

			‘Yes,’ he said.

			‘Mind if I take a look?’

			Thomas thought that they must be talking about the dog. He looked down at Fish, lifeless in his lap. ‘I think he broke his back,’ he said.

			‘You,’ the man replied, not unkindly. ‘I mean you.’

			‘I’m all right,’ Thomas repeated. A light was shone into his eyes. He winced.

			‘Okay,’ the paramedic murmured. ‘Can you stand? Can we stand you up?’

			‘I want to lie down,’ Thomas told him.

			‘How about in the ambulance?’ A gently cajoling voice.

			Thomas looked at him. ‘I can’t go anywhere,’ he said. ‘There’s my work in the van.’

			‘They’ll take care of that.’

			Who were they? Thomas wondered. Somebody among all these people in their reflective jackets? The large canvas in the van was important. He had spent five weeks on it. It was worth £3,000, the best commission he’d ever had. In fact, one of the few. It must be damaged now despite the restraints that he had tied to it.

			
			

			He glanced at the van, and then looked around. A fire engine was alongside the lorry on the opposite side of the road. The lorry was leaning to one side; there was foam on the tarmac. More vehicles were arriving: a police car with a blue light flashing. More sirens down the hill.

			On the other side of the valley, on what he knew was the same road snaking up towards Bath, he could see a line of stationary cars. Shit, he thought. How will they get them all out of here? There was nowhere to turn. No side roads. Only little one-track lanes in the deep green valleys of Somerset. They would have to back them all up, turn them all around somehow, send them back the way they had come. It would take all day, surely.

			The paramedic’s hand was gently under his elbow. ‘Anything that hurts?’

			It made him want to laugh. It was like something that you got asked at school after a fall in the playground. He looked down at Fish. The dog’s eyes were still open. He put his hand on the narrow little chest and tested his ribs. ‘My dog,’ he whispered.

			There was someone else now. Not wearing a uniform. A woman. He saw the edge of her jeans and her flat shoes, and heard a broad West Country voice. He looked up into her face. She was young, maybe in her 30s he guessed, young to him at least. She was dressed in a muddy Barbour jacket. She crouched down and held out her hands: hands reddened, raw from work. She didn’t speak, simply held out her hands, nodding to him. When Thomas didn’t move, she slipped her hands under Fish and scooped him up, and stood, holding the dog’s body close to her chest.

			Thomas got up.

			He looked down at himself: not a scratch. Not a mark. Nothing on Fish either. He reached out and patted the dog’s head. ‘Checked out on me,’ he observed. ‘How do you like that?’

			
			

			‘You need someone to look at you,’ the woman murmured softly. ‘You’re white as a sheet. Go along. I’ll take care of him. I know it’s important. I’ve got dogs myself.’

			‘He’s called Fish,’ Thomas told her.

			‘Fish?’ she repeated, and gave a small smile. ‘Cool name.’

			The paramedic guided him towards the ambulance.

			It was strange, walking across a road as wide as this. There was an instinct to watch for traffic. Thomas shook his head, bemused. There were clouds on the edge of his vision: encroaching dark spheres. He tried to blink them away.

			He stopped and looked towards the woods. ‘Did he get out?’ he asked. ‘The driver?’

			The inside of the ambulance seemed stage-lit. Lights on the roof, light from the side windows. An opaque, undersea light. He shielded his eyes and asked to sit on the step.

			‘Sit for a minute,’ the paramedic conceded, removing Thomas’ coat, putting a blood pressure cuff on him.

			A police officer came to the door, looked at him on the step, checked his name.

			‘I think I looked away for a second,’ Thomas told him.

			‘Away for a second?’

			‘Just to look at my dog. He was next to me on the seat. I mean, it was just a second. Less than a second. A glance. I looked, and looked back straightaway. I saw the car.’

			‘Which car was that?’

			‘The red Fiat. I saw the driver.’

			‘You saw the driver.’ His answers were being written in a pocket notebook. Thomas tried to make sense of the pen moving across the page. Quite suddenly, it seemed odd to him that the words in his mouth were appearing on the notepad.

			‘The driver of the car was looking at something on the floor,’ Thomas continued. ‘He had started veering in my direction. And then suddenly he came across. He just came across, right across, straight into me.’ Thomas stood up abruptly. ‘It rolled and landed in the trees,’ he said, the importance of this only just occurring to him. For minutes now he had been looking at the tarred surface of the road and at Fish, his gaze flickering between the two. Colours, the road, colours, the suddenly lifeless eyes. Now, however, he saw the roll of the Fiat again.

			
			

			‘Is he out of the car?’ he asked. ‘Did you get him out?’

			‘No,’ the policeman replied.

			*

			He kept thinking of other days.

			There had been nowhere to park on the day that Fran got her news. She’d gone inside the hospital before him. He’d told her to wait for him before seeing the consultant. But she hadn’t waited. Brusque, authoritative, turning her face from him. The way she’d been for some time, because shadows had come between them. And not just the cancer. As he ran across the car park – it had taken ten minutes to find a space, another five to find change for the meter – he saw her come to the main door. She looked composed.

			As he walked up to her, she hoisted her bag across her shoulder. She looked relieved, and his heart had dropped, then leapt in his chest. She had been reprieved. That was what it meant, that small smile on her face.

			‘Come on,’ she had said, ‘buy me a drink.’

			Another morning. A soft, weightless summer morning, a year or so later. The second course of chemo was finished.

			He felt he knew everything then, everything you’d ever want to know about waiting and looking down at hospital floors, at stark fluorescent lights on ceilings, about sitting at bedsides, about buying flavoured ices for his wife to suck on as she sat on the edge of the chair. She never lost that small rueful smile that had so fooled him at first. It was as if she had a private joke about it. So, it caught me. Damn.

			
			

			Or perhaps that smile was about him.

			The way that he’d once betrayed her.

			Another morning. He had come out of his cottage at three in the morning, and walked across the grass. There were a stream and a bridge at the bottom of the garden, and he had found his way there almost by touch. As he put his hand on the bridge parapet, on the grainy wood, he had felt a series of electric shocks run through him. He had sat down on the ground. Tremors coursed across his shoulders and down his arms. He sat and wept for a long time.

			Dawn came slowly, and at one point he heard a faint noise, a breath of movement, and he looked up and found himself face to face with a dog otter, standing six feet from him across the bridge. The otter had looked at him impassively, and then turned and retreated into the stream. Thomas had sat for another hour, cold through to his soul – he would have given his soul, that worthless thing, to anyone who had offered a way out. He would have paid any price to rewrite both the present and the past. But nothing happened. No one came along and said, ‘I’ll buy your soul. She can live another twenty years’. The sky turned an empty blue, and he saw the first tracks of aircraft. Transatlantic flights approaching Heathrow for their 7 o’clock landing. He wished himself up there. Anywhere.

			He had got up, uncranked his cold body and walked back to the house where Fran was still sleeping.

			*

			He lay on a bed in Accident and Emergency, staring at another hospital ceiling. He was overwhelmed with a sudden, desperate feeling that he must get out. He couldn’t look at these walls again. He needed to be left alone. He had to get off the bed, and leave.

			The clock on the wall showed 10.30. Beyond the flimsy curtain, he could hear voices. He was being discussed. He heard his own name. A moment later, a nurse pushed the curtain back.

			
			

			‘Still the same?’ she asked.

			He submitted to the observation readings again. ‘I’m all right,’ he repeated. He had been saying it all the way to the hospital, but it seemed that no one was taking any notice. He had protested that the pain on the left-hand side of his head was gone; that he could walk. He could string a sentence together.

			Nobody listened.

			They had told him that he was to have a scan. It was, they said, a formality. He wished that he had never mentioned the roving blocks of shadow in his sight, the pain on one side of his head. He badly wanted to go home. ‘We’ll take you to Diagnostic Imaging in just a moment,’ the nurse had said. How long ago was that? He had no idea. His gaze strayed back to the clock.

			He kept thinking about the woman who had taken Fish. He didn’t know her name. He didn’t know who she was. Had she been involved in the accident? She had seemed so calm. She’d come from nowhere, vanished into nowhere. Perhaps he’d imagined her. She’d walked away, carrying his dog. He ought to know where she had been going, what had been done with the body.

			He looked at the nurse as she took his pulse, and he fought down sudden panic. It wasn’t a thing to be asking; it was inappropriate and selfish. But what the hell would Fran say if she knew? He had given her dog to a stranger.

			Fish had kept close to him for most of the last two years, and now he had lost him. Abandoned him. Fish shrank from his touch when Fran had first gone, and the poor animal had looked for her everywhere. He used to go to the door, waiting for the sound of her car. He would lie in his bed in the kitchen next to the range, not eating.

			Thomas had sat down at the dog’s side in the early hours of one morning. ‘Come on,’ he had told him, annoyed. ‘You’re not the only one. You’re not.’ In the dark he had tried to get Fish to uncurl and sit in his lap, but the dog had rigidly resisted. He had longed for company and even Fish, miserable, had rejected him. Weeks, it had taken. Two or three months for the dog to come when he called.

			
			

			Suddenly, the loss made him feel nauseous, and he put a hand to his mouth. Jesus Christ, he couldn’t be sick now. Not out of grief for a dog. He could hear a man crying. He thought it was a man; the tone was low. Yet he seemed to be weeping like a child. Thomas could hear the muffled gasps, the pleas. Don’t do that, the voice kept saying, oh, don’t do that.

			Thomas lifted his hand and touched the nurse’s arm.

			‘I had a dog with me,’ he said.

			‘A dog?’

			‘He was killed…’

			‘Was he?’ she said. ‘Oh dear.’

			He leaned back on the pillow. ‘I’m all right,’ he repeated. The motherly woman glanced at him, smiling sympathetically. ‘I have a cat. I love her to bits, I really do,’ she said. He couldn’t help thinking, love her to bits? He hated that phrase. Love to dismemberment. Who, you or the cat? Abruptly, he swung his legs off the bed. ‘Where are you going?’ she asked.

			‘Home.’

			‘Oh no,’ she told him, pushing him gently back. ‘You’re scheduled for a scan, so hold on tight there.’

			‘But I’m fine.’

			‘Probably. But just wait a little while yet.’

			He despaired, biting his lip. He had to ring the client in Bath and explain about the painting. Five weeks of work, and money tied up in it; but it wasn’t the money. It was the making of it, and now it would be unmade.

			When the nurse left, he got up and pushed the curtain aside.

			He saw a police officer on the far side of the corridor, a woman. She looked about 12 to him, her body hidden by a giant fluorescent coat, but her face was smooth, closed down, impassive, as if she’d seen it all before. Or had seen as much as she ever wanted to see. She nodded at him.

			
			

			‘Where’s my van?’ he asked.

			‘You’re Mr Maitland?’

			‘That’s right.’

			‘It’ll be still there for a while yet,’ she told him. ‘Collision investigator, scenes of crime, principal investigating officer, all that.’

			‘Can I go and get it?’

			‘No,’ she said. ‘Not for a while.’

			‘Tomorrow?’

			‘No, sir. It’ll go to a pound, or a secure garage.’

			‘There’s something in it,’ he told her. ‘A canvas. A painting.’

			Her gaze was noncommittal. He realised that she must think he was insane, worrying about a painting, of all goddamn things, in the midst of all this. It sounded utterly banal. He wanted to tell her that it was his hobby – no, more than that, his love – that he did these things, created these things for the love of it, for the slow desire in him to make something out of the chaos of himself. That was why it was important.

			But he couldn’t have put it into words, and he saw the young policewoman’s face take on a slight expression of distaste, dismissal.

			He turned away. Not for a while. How was he going to get home? It was 30 or 40 miles. Would anyone take him? Would he have to drive, hire a car, what? He lowered his head and took a long, deep breath. He was suffocatingly hot.

			The curtains across the cubicle a little way down the corridor were pulled back and the bed behind them was wheeled out. He saw an old man, yellow in the face, clutching the hand of the woman who walked alongside. She must have been 75 at least, dragging herself along, shoulders squared, feet scuffling, face fiercely set as if she was thoroughly pissed off with the world. Thomas didn’t blame her. He recognised them as the couple in the car that had been behind him.

			She had flung open her car door as soon as they had come to a stop, and run about the place screaming, yelling about her husband, yelling about the Fiat driver. Thomas had been convinced that she would suddenly fall down stone-dead with shock, and, half-falling from his own vehicle, he had tried to stop her. It was the first thing he did: catch hold of her arms, which were freewheeling about as though independent of her body.

			
			

			She’d stared at him, held still for a moment until he released her, and then she slapped him hard across the face. ‘You were going too fast!’ she’d cried. He’d stepped away from her. She’d run to the side of the woods, demented. He had climbed back into the cab and lifted the deadweight of the dog from the floor.

			Where is the driver of the Fiat? he thought now. Pictures of a profiled face, a mass of dark hair, and the hands gripping a steering wheel floated into his head through a fog of disorientation.

			What happened to him?

			He began to walk to the exit.

			*

			He got home at 4 o’clock.

			The house, at the edge of the village, was picking up the light from its neighbour’s yard. He could see Christine, seeing to the chickens, as the taxi pulled in. She glanced up, and stood stock still, the feed bucket in her hand.

			The taxi dipped behind the hedge and trees and pulled up at his door. He got out, paid the driver, stood with his hand on the door keys in his pocket.

			Christine came running along the drive. It was a roundabout loop from her garden to his land; she had to go out into the road and come all the way round, and she was out of breath.

			‘Thomas,’ she called.

			He watched her approach, rooted to the spot, feeling dull-witted.

			
			

			She was a nice woman in her 70s, although you would not know from the active life she led. As she jogged along, she was wiping her hands on the seams of her old khaki jeans.

			She reached him. ‘What’s the matter?’ she asked. ‘Where’s the van?’

			‘I had an accident,’ he told her.

			‘Oh, Thomas!’

			‘It’s all right.’

			She grabbed his elbow. ‘I can tell by your face it isn’t all right,’ she said. She looked at him, scanning his body with concern. ‘Are you hurt?’

			‘Apparently not.’

			‘Where was it?’

			‘Near Radstock,’ he said. ‘I can’t get the van back. I don’t know when I will.’ He was aware of the slight mist settling around them: on the path, the trees dripping with moisture. Of a faint frill of green on the hawthorn, a colour he hadn’t seen yesterday. Spring is coming, he thought, a propos of nothing.

			‘I think someone was killed,’ he murmured. ‘I went into him.’ He shook his head. ‘He went into me.’

			‘Oh, Thomas,’ she whispered. She looked behind him, and back at the drive. ‘Where’s Fish?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			He could see the same moisture on her long grey hair twisted into a plait that almost reached her waist, and he thought of Fran holding Fish on her hip and laughing. He closed his eyes momentarily. The light of the afternoon was rapidly fading. In an hour, it would be dark.

			Like the seven-year-old he used to be, he felt a thrill of fear about the night, the darkness of rooms. He imagined himself putting his hand on the switch and turning out the bedside light, and he knew that he wouldn’t be able to do it. He couldn’t be alone in the dark.

			
			

			It was only then that he began to cry.

		

	
		
			
			

			2

			Christine always woke early. It was ingrained. She sat up and looked out over the fields that she could see from her window.

			Yesterday morning at the same time, 6 o’clock, she had heard Thomas slamming the doors of his van. She’d sat on the edge of her bed and wondered how long it would take him to get across Bath, and if he would stop on the way. If he would make sure that he ate something other than the bars of chocolate whose wrappers littered the cab of the van. She had doubted it.

			She got up now and automatically shrugged herself into sweater, jeans and padded jacket from the heap of clothes lying by her bed. One day she would tidy herself up, she thought. It was the same plan that had crossed her mind every morning for 70-odd years. And it was the same plan that she knew she would never be bothered to carry out.

			On the landing, she looked out at the quiet slope of the grass beyond her fences, and the distant trees. The birds were singing. ‘Bloody birds,’ she whispered. She opened the landing window and breathed in the morning. ‘No respecter of grief,’ she warned the invisible wrens and blackbirds. ‘Shut the hell up for once, why don’t you?’

			
			

			She went downstairs to the kitchen and put on the kettle. She ought to go and see Thomas today. She doubted that he would have had any sleep. Since he and Fran had moved into the cottage, she’d always regarded them as her family; she had no one else, and neither did they. And since Fran had died Thomas had become even more important to her. She felt an attachment to him.

			She scuffed her feet on the floor of the kitchen, thinking. What should she do? Go and knock on Thomas’s door? He might not be awake. He might have been up for most of the night and only just fallen asleep. She didn’t want to disturb him.

			‘Sod it,’ she muttered.

			She made two mugs of tea and carried them outside.

			*

			She had her answer when she was only halfway down the drive to the cottage. At the far end of the garden, in Thomas’s workshop, she could hear the whine of machinery.

			Opening the gate, she glanced at the roses, severely pruned and tied back. At the semi-circle of gravel below the kitchen window, and the fringe of green that hinted at the spring renaissance. It was a formal garden. Much too formal for her. And Thomas cut it back too much, as if he were taking his annoyance out on anything that grew. She noticed the stakes and wires, the white nub of branches pruned with a hacksaw. The apple tree looked like a sapling, and in the border to one side was a pile of kindling taken from it.

			He was a methodical man. Dutiful. Slow to anger, slow to humour. He would always frown when he was listening to her, and it didn’t matter if she were telling him a piece of village news, or a joke. He would study her face as if he were trying to decipher the meaning of everything she said.

			The door to the studio, hidden beyond a privet hedge, was half open. Next to it was a covered walkway with open sides that held stacks of wood, suspended in their long years of seasoning.

			
			

			‘Thomas?’ she called, above the sound of the saw. ‘Thomas?’

			He hadn’t heard her. She went in.

			He was feeding a piece of timber through the blade and she waited so as not to distract him. He was making picture frames. As the noise died, he noticed her.

			‘I brought you tea,’ she said.

			He took off his gloves. She could see her breath in the air.

			‘Aren’t you cold?’

			‘A bit.’ He took the tea. ‘Thanks.’

			She propped herself against the counter. She liked the smell in here. The sap of the wood. The smell of paint. He was talented, but had no ego. Modesty, the old-fashioned virtue that she liked so much.

			‘What are you working on?’

			He waved his hand. ‘Just frames,’ he told her. ‘For Bingham Fair.’

			It was their local spring show. Every year Thomas hired a stand and took his marquee out to the castle grounds. One year she had helped him and Fran set up in a day of pouring rain. The three of them had got soaked setting up that damned roof; an expanding mechanism that needed at least four people to erect. Last year, she and Thomas had managed alone, cursing the thing until it miraculously became a structure. ‘What a bastard,’ she’d complained. ‘It’s clever,’ he’d responded. ‘Yes,’ she’d agreed. ‘A very clever bastard, that’s what it is,’ sucking her hand where the steel frame had pinched it.

			‘You’re still doing Bingham?’ she asked. ‘It’s not long now.’

			‘I have to do it,’ he said. ‘People don’t find me here. I’ve got to go to them.’

			‘I know,’ she murmured. ‘But after yesterday.’

			He turned away from her, holding the mug of tea in one hand and randomly turning over pieces of sanding paper with the other. ‘Life goes on,’ he muttered. Suddenly, he turned back again. ‘I didn’t mean it like that.’

			
			

			‘I know.’

			He put the mug down on the nearest surface and put both hands over his eyes, rubbing his face. ‘I’ve been thinking about him. The driver.’ He shook his head slowly. ‘He’d been looking for a CD. I heard someone in the hospital say that. The police?’ He frowned.

			‘That could explain it, couldn’t it? His veering over?’

			‘There was something on the back seat, too. A musical instrument, apparently. I woke up an hour ago and I suddenly remembered. They said a big case on the back seat.’

			‘A violin isn’t very big.’

			‘Well, what’s bigger?’

			‘I don’t know, Thomas. I’m not musical.’

			‘Neither am I.’ They stared at each other while the ghost of the man walked past them; this unknown person who had been carrying music in his car, in his head.

			‘There’s a concert in Pallingham this weekend,’ she said, suddenly remembering. ‘At the school. Margaret in the shop was telling me. She wanted to go.’

			Thomas seemed disturbed, suddenly agitated. ‘You think he was a professional musician?’

			‘No, I…’

			‘Somebody talented?’

			‘Thomas, I can’t tell you. He might have been carrying the thing for somebody else. Delivering it.’

			‘Somebody talented,’ he repeated dully.

			She immediately went to his side and touched his arm. ‘This wasn’t your fault,’ she told him. And a silence descended between them while he stared into the middle distance.

			‘Did you sleep?’ she asked.

			He seemed to shake himself, to come back into the room. ‘A couple of hours.’

			‘Will you later?’

			‘I doubt it.’

			
			

			She gazed sympathetically at him. He was so thin. The skin on his cheeks was red with a fine tracery of broken veins. He was drinking too much red wine, she thought. She saw the bottles when he put out the recycling bins at the end of the drive. Wine bottles and not much else. ‘Come over for something to eat tonight,’ she said.

			‘I’ll be all right.’

			She took the empty mug from him. ‘Do you have to go and see the police?’ she asked.

			‘See them?’ he repeated. ‘No, I don’t think so. I have to wait until they get in touch.’ He nodded in the direction of his mobile phone on the counter top. ‘I think that’s what they said.’

			She nodded. ‘Okay then,’ she murmured. ‘See you at seven this evening.’

			‘I’m all right, Christine. I’ll fix myself something.’

			‘No, you won’t,’ she replied firmly. ‘And it wasn’t a suggestion. It was an instruction.’

		

	
		
			
			

			3

			John Lord walked into the hospital and saw the Family Liaison Officer whom he had arranged to meet.

			She came forward immediately. ‘Mr Lord?’ Just for a second, she looked shocked. He knew that it was because he was an almost identical copy of his twin.

			He held out the piece of paper on which he’d written all the details. The place of the accident. The time. The address of the hospital. ‘It can’t be my brother. He wasn’t due on the road. Not then.’

			‘Okay,’ she murmured. ‘Is somebody with you?’

			‘No.’

			‘You’ve driven down this morning, by yourself? That’s quite some distance.’

			‘Yes.’

			John stared back at her, remembering the empty roads until the outskirts of Birmingham. It was 310 miles from just outside Ambleside. According to his car. He’d kept checking the dashboard information all the way down the M6. Temperature. Average mileage. Mileage itself. Time. He’d kept looking at it because it made sense, had logic to it. It offered him a piece of reality.

			
			

			Blue signs lit garishly against a black sky. Mountains behind him, dark fields either side as clouds threatening rain swept over Cheshire.

			‘Oh John,’ Liz had said, ‘let me come with you. You can’t go there by yourself.’ He told her to go back into work at the school – she had come home when he had rung her with the news. They had stood in their kitchen, immobile, not knowing what to say to each other after she had hugged him.

			‘Go back to work,’ he’d told her. ‘There’s nothing you can do.’

			‘I can be with you, John,’ she’d repeated, crossing her arms.

			‘I’ll ring you later.’

			He kept seeing her puzzled, affronted face all the way south.

			A surreal journey. Tewkesbury Abbey floating in green meadows as he passed it, lit by sunshine. A service station crowded with coach parties at Bristol. The bright holiday colours of the coach logo as he walked by. His mouth too dry to taste his coffee. A sandwich bought and uneaten.

			And Mike ahead of him.

			It had always been just him and Mike. Always them, then the rest of the world. In that order. They might as well have been joined at the hip. They spoke on the phone three or four times a week. Twice a year, Mike would come and stay, and walk the fells with him.

			Only last Saturday they had climbed Scafell and looked across the shattered rocks of the summit towards the Irish Sea. Mike always said that being back in the Lakes was his piece of sanity. And so he felt that he owed it to his brother to do this alone, to go and meet him. This was a private thing.

			*

			‘Look,’ he said now. ‘Maybe he loaned the car to somebody.’

			The LNO gave a small smile, a sympathetic look. ‘Would you like to come this way?’

			
			

			In the lift, he saw his shaded reflection on the brushed steel wall. Like seeing Mike. Older by two minutes, the only difference was that he was taller by half an inch or so. And he was always the more outgoing one, as if first entry in the world had awarded him more confidence.

			They had fought over who went first all their lives. As kids trying to get through doorways. Trying to get to a girl first. Running for a football. Over who could lift the heaviest object, throw something the farthest, run the fastest.

			He ran a hand through his hair. They had the same thick dark hair that grew low on the forehead, and each of them had a double crown on their scalp, and a birthmark to one side of that crown. People said that they looked young for their age. They possessed the same colour eyes, the same double frown lines, and the same fleshy mouth. They were identical in more than looks, too; they both possessed the same slightly weakened knee, a genetic fault. Aged nine, he’d fallen from a rocky outcrop and buggered up the cruciate ligament, and an MRI scan had showed the shallow define that would always cause them both trouble. His knee ached after long car journeys. It was aching now.

			The lift doors opened. ‘Just down here,’ the woman murmured.

			A heavy door opened into a hushed, softly lit atmosphere. They’d put him in a chapel. Mike would have thought that was hilarious: right up by the altar as if it was already his funeral. On a trolley covered by a white sheet. Mike, who played so much church music and didn’t believe in God. Mike, who sang in a choir in the cathedral but didn’t believe in any greater power or an afterlife. Mike, who had sung at Cambridge in the aching loveliness of King’s; he’d gone to hear him one summer evening and been moved by it all, and kneeled and prayed, and afterwards Mike had mocked him for it.

			John’s skin prickled with outrage. Why the fucking hell was he here, in such a public place? Wouldn’t somebody come in? Didn’t they have a private room like he always saw on TV dramas, one with a window so you couldn’t get close to the body? He’d counted on that, he realised, not being too close, because being close would force him to look at his brother like a real human being, instead of being protected against it. Something behind glass had no texture, no sense of flesh and bone. It would have been like looking at a painting in an art gallery or clothes through a shop window.

			
			

			He started to cry. Mike would have done the same. They were both soft at heart: marshmallows, easy prey, teased all their lives for their inability to be stoic. Neither of them had believed that a man couldn’t weep, and their father – long dead – had been the same, the easy emotion running through their characters like a seam of coal runs through stone. Yet here was Michael, stiller than he had ever seen him, relaxed so far into himself that he wasn’t there at all, with no expression on his face except a slight smile.

			John stood gasping, his fists clenched at his side, tears running down his face, like a bloody tap had been turned on. He resisted looking at the ceiling, because he wanted to look away and felt that he shouldn’t; he surely owed Mike that much. He couldn’t bring his hands up to his face; he was solid, paralysed. Felt only the weird, unaccustomed movement of his mouth. His nose began to run. Finally, that made him wipe his face. Clumsily, like a child, with the back of his hand. ‘Jesus, God,’ he muttered. ‘Jesus, God.’ Anger was rapidly replacing grief.

			Eventually, he turned away. He gave the officer a slight nod and then he saw that someone else, some other official, was at the back of the chapel. He sat down in a pew and stared at the profile of his brother while a murmured conversation continued behind him.

			When the woman returned, he looked up. ‘Where’s the viola?’ he asked.

			‘We have his possessions. We can let you have them.’

			‘Thanks.’ He stood up. ‘He plays professionally,’ he said. ‘It’s expensive. An expensive instrument.’

			
			

			‘I’ll see to it.’

			‘Not that it matters, the cost,’ he added quickly. ‘I mean, it was his pride and joy. He’d ask the same thing – where is it, you see?’ he paused momentarily. ‘He plays in an orchestra. There’s a concert tomorrow. Did anybody ring them?’

			‘I don’t think so. Would you like me to?’

			‘No,’ he said. ‘I’ll do it.’

			He took one lingering look behind him, and then walked briskly out.

			Ten minutes later he found himself on an outside terrace by a café. It was a cold, sunny day and there were daffodils blooming in containers around the fringes of the tables. He had realised that he’d had nothing to eat, and had bought another sandwich, but found that once more he couldn’t touch it. Instead, he was nursing a black coffee.

			Above him to one side, the hospital buildings rose up five floors. He walked as far away from the café entrance as he could, and leaned on the rail and phoned Liz. It went straight to voicemail; it was 1.30. He knew that she’d ring him back as soon as she saw the missed call. After a moment he shut down his phone and remained where he was, staring out at the car park and leaning on the rail of the parapet.

			‘You’re just like him,’ a voice said. ‘You must be his brother.’

			He turned around.

			An old woman was standing beside him. She was short and broad, and had a heavily lined face. He recognised it at once as the face of fury, perhaps a fury she had carried all her life. It was the sort of face that you would see and immediately think, Better not mess with this one. Or just, Trouble.

			She held out her hand. ‘Joan Somerton.’

			‘John Lord.’

			She finally let go of her fierce grip. ‘I was there yesterday. We were in the car behind. My husband’s in there.’ And she inclined her head briefly towards the hospital building.

			
			

			‘I’m sorry,’ he replied mechanically.

			‘He’s broken his pelvis,’ she told him. ‘God knows how. Except that he was waiting for a hip operation. For months now. Whole thing weak, maybe. They don’t give an opinion. They just humour you, especially at my age.’

			He doubted that anyone could humour her. ‘I’m sorry,’ he repeated. He started thinking again of Liz, and turned his phone over in his pocket, wanting to make another call.

			‘It was the van driver,’ she said. ‘It was his fault.’

			‘The van driver?’

			‘A scrappy old white van in the middle of the road. He’d gone into your brother. It was your brother?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘We came over the rise and we saw your brother’s car flying through the air. The van had hit him. We saw the car go into the trees.’

			The words ‘flying through the air’ and ‘into the trees’ struck him in the solar plexus. He had no memory of having been told those details. He looked around for a chair.

			‘Oh, you didn’t know?’

			‘I know there was a collision. Of course I know that.’ He found somewhere to sit and she promptly sat down next to him, leaning forward.

			‘I thought my husband was all right. He stamped on the brakes. We stopped. I got out, I was so annoyed, and I just flew out. Broken glass, that’s how bad it was. Windscreens don’t shatter do they, as a rule? Not now. A stone or something must have hit us, or something off the car. So you can imagine. We have a son and he used to drive up and down that road to university, and he’d had a red car too, and he’d had an accident just three miles further on when he was only nineteen. Broke his arm and he’s still got a scar on his forehead. Some man coming the other way had been drinking, at midday! You see? I had to go over.’

			He didn’t see. He wished that she would go away with her self-important outrage.

			
			

			‘So I immediately… I don’t know what I thought… I saw that van driver and I slapped him. Hard! And I ran to that car and I got down that slope.’ She stopped. Her mouth gave a little twist. ‘And the van driver was just standing there like an idiot. Staring. Didn’t care. Then he sat down and he had a dog in his lap…’

			John put his hand to his head. Too much information. He closed his eyes and a mental image of the road came into his mind. There were a lot of hills between Mike’s flat in Bath and Dorchester. Rolling hills. Green hills. And then he imagined Mike’s car turning mid-air. There must have been a lot of noise.

			‘A lorry got smashed up,’ the woman was saying. ‘And others. Someone went into the back of us while I was down with your brother.’

			At last, he looked at her. ‘Accidents happen,’ he murmured. It wasn’t really what was in his mind, but to be like her suddenly seemed so pointless.

			‘Accidents happen?’ she repeated incredulously. She gazed at him and then placed her hands firmly on her knees in exasperation. ‘It had to be his fault, an old van like that,’ she told him. ‘He just stood there. Not a care in the world. No reaction, nothing. Cared more about his dog. These people are despicable. It’s just typical of these vans. Vans and lorries think they own the road. They bully you. Don’t you find that? We have it all the time. For two pins they’d push you out of the way. Some woman came and took the dog and then he got in an ambulance and I swear I would have gone over again and knocked him out. I would. Because your brother…’ Her voice trailed away momentarily. ‘Some people just don’t care. They’re not human.’

			He said nothing. She looked at him for a good few moments, and then reached down and took a scrap of paper from her handbag. ‘I wrote down the licence number. And the words on the side of the van. There was a bit of a messy sign on it. He’s a painter. Artist.’ She snorted in disgust. ‘You’d probably find him on the internet?’

			
			

			He took the piece of paper, looked at it, and put it in his pocket. He had no idea what she wanted him to do with the information.

			‘He should be in court. He should be done for dangerous driving. You need to get on to the police and tell them. You want to ask them if he’d been drinking. If he was breathalysed. People have got to pay for acting like that. They just don’t care. I’d put them in prison, all of them.’

			‘Thank you,’ he said, because she seemed to be expecting it. He wanted to say, Why don’t you do me a favour and just fuck off.

			After she’d gone, he sat staring into space, seeing Mike’s car turning in mid-air. Minutes passed and he found himself looking at the tubs of daffodils, his gaze riveted to the colour.

			He wanted to sleep.

			It must have been going at one hell of a speed, he thought.
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