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        How is your brother Jim?

      
        I’ve no idea, he won’t tell me, last time I saw him he was trying to graft some moth wings onto the backs of his hands to make them softer because someone told him that his hands were all rough, the needle made his hands bleed, not in a good way, but in a pathetic way.

        TIM SMITH 1961-2020

      

      

      

      From an article with Cardiacs’ frontman, Tim Smith. Published in April 2001 by Luis Gonzalez

    

  


  
    
      For my Mum, Penny, who lost her soulmate, Bryan before this novel was completed. We miss him every day.

      

      For Leanne. My rock.

      

      For Josh, Evie, Chloe and George. You have me in stitches every day, and I’m more grateful for your insanity than you will ever realise (until you have kids of your own)

      

      For Jim Smith and his home of fadeless splendour
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        Grief is like running a tap into a balloon. If you don’t let it out, sooner or later it will burst.

        FAGAN

      

      

      

      

      I looked down and saw my knuckles whiten around the shaft of the knife that I’d stolen from my parent’s kitchen.

      The autumn breeze caused a shiver as I slunk back into the shadows of my hiding place. The sound of water weaving a path through pebbles and rocks, tiny splashing echoes from the arch under the ancient bridge, broke my concentration. The wind rustled the sycamore trees lining the road, sending showers of brown helicopter seeds and yellowed leaves into the air. I could hear the little scratches and crackles as they brushed the stony surface behind the gate that clinked ominously. It gently swayed against the deadbolt that locked it in place, stoically guarding the private estate from intruders.

      The tarmac gave way to gravel, beyond the shiny black bars of the steel gate. The driveway curved and twisted until it arrived at the white house, set imperiously in the middle of a pristine lawn and surrounded by low, artfully sculpted yew hedges. Iron lampposts that dotted and staggered along the length of the gravel driveway were glowing warmly in contrast to the fading temperature, as evening broke towards night.

      I glanced up at the clear skies, blending from deep orange to purple and then black, carpeted with a billion flickering stars, and wondered how my life had arrived at this moment. The anger welled up inside me, along with the deep, gut-wrenching sorrow that threatened to overcome me so frequently.

      I only realised I was crying when the salty tears tracked down my cheeks to the edges of my lips. I missed her so much, and as her face shimmered in my mind, I felt nothing but fierce hatred for the man who had destroyed my world.

      A door closed in the distance and shook me from my grim reflections. There he was, walking towards his car, utterly oblivious to my pain.

      I felt my grip tighten as the anguish purged any remaining scrap of rational thought. It was foolish to use a knife from my house, and I knew how this would end – with my incarceration – but I had long ago stopped caring about my life. Without her, it had no meaning, no joy and no escape.

      I heard the engine start and the growl of six air-cooled cylinders firing as he eased the sports car up towards the gate, the callous absence of dented bodywork and her blood enough to stop me breathing, and I choked back a sob.

      I had watched him do this over and over. Timed him from the house to the gate – sixteen seconds. I’d hidden behind the bridge as he exited the vehicle to open the gates. Then he drove ten metres forwards with the car door still open, as if he was too important to make the effort to close it before getting out again to pull the heavy gates closed. I barely moved as he leaned down to lower the bolt into the metal hole set into the tarmac.

      Unknowingly observed, he’d stretched after the exertion of closing the gates, casually stepped back into his car and roared off, tyres squealing, leaving nothing behind but a ringing in my ears and the noxious odour of charred rubber.

      But not today. Today would be his last. They would find him here, by the gates, the dents and blood on his body much harder to repair than his precious car. I saw him approach the gates and tensed as he pulled up and opened the driver’s door. He climbed out into the crisp air, his brown loafers crunching the gravel as he stood up in his neatly pressed jeans, tan linen shirt tucked behind a thick leather belt and covered by a navy-blue blazer.

      I edged up the bank, steadying myself carefully, my knuckles almost translucent against the hilt of the knife, to the edge of the stone ramparts that flanked the narrow bridge. I was about to press my back to the limestone, waiting for the familiar chumble of wide tyres on dewy gravel to transition to the smooth and quiet purr of rubber on tarmac, when I heard a noise behind me.

      There stood a man, just metres away on the towpath, staring at me with something akin to pity. I tried to hide the knife behind my back, but I knew it was pointless. I was caught bang-to-rights regardless of the outcome. My breath misted the autumnal air, and I glanced surreptitiously over my shoulder towards the man that murdered my sister, willing myself to leap over the crumbling wall and sink my blade into the soft flesh of his belly. Before I could muster the courage to act, I felt a hand grip my shoulder.

      That was thirty-three years ago. My name is Mason Winward. I have a year left to live, and this is my story.
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      “Mr and Mrs Winward, I know these last couple of years have been challenging for you.”

      “Challenging?” my mother replied. “Challenging?” Her voice was shrill as she leaned forwards in her seat, but my father laid a gentle hand on her arm, and she composed herself and sat back.

      I languished in the corner, ready to bolt at any moment, looking around at the tired green walls, chipped and dented filing cabinet, and half a dozen framed certificates I couldn’t quite read from my seat.

      “I apologise for my choice of words, Mrs Winward,” Mr Blasby intoned from his layers of tweed behind his dilapidated faux-mahogany desk, “but we’re at a crux in Mason’s education and we can no longer turn a blind eye to his recent behaviours.”

      “He did well in his exams, Mr Blasby. It was you who encouraged him to stay on for A-levels,” she retorted, with just the hint of a snarl.

      “Delores, let the man speak.” My father placatingly laid a hand on her arm for a second time.

      Mr Blasby nodded and sighed, removing his half-moon glasses and cleaning them with a tissue as he avoided eye contact with my parents.

      “Mrs Winward,” he began, and then stalled momentarily, clearly looking for the right tone, or phrase. “It’s not his academic ability that’s the issue here. I think it highly likely that Mason could breeze through his A-levels, university, and probably a PhD with very little effort. He’s a gifted young man in that regard, and as a school we’re very proud to have a student of his calibre in our midst.”

      “But?” my mother replied, barely disguising the edge that had crept into her voice.

      “But his behaviour and attendance have become unacceptable, and it’s this that we need to address.”

      “Is he being disruptive in classes?”

      “Quite the opposite⁠—”

      “I don’t understand…”

      “Delores!” My father gave an uncharacteristic glare at my mother, who huffed back into her seat and crossed her arms without taking her eyes off the headmaster.

      Mr Blasby, clearly understanding the limited window which my father had opened for him, ploughed resolutely onwards. “Mason has become absent, and not just in the academic sense of the word. We’re only three weeks into the new school year, and for the few lessons he actually attends he is morose, uncommunicative, distant, aloof and withdrawn. He refuses to engage with his teachers or peers and ignores questions or any effort made by other students to bring him in to the conversation.”

      He leaned forwards in his chair and looked at both of my parents. “Mason has been through a terrible loss – you all have – and my primary concern is that he is on a path to self-destruction. It’s been two years since, well, you know…” he fidgeted uncomfortably, “he no longer seems to care about anything.” His hands whirled and flourished as he tried to emphasise every syllable, “He used to have lots of friends, and now spends his time alone. He sits by himself at lunch, and on the days when he graciously decides to honour us with his presence, always beelines to the back of classrooms, barely concealing his contempt for school⁠—”

      “It’s not contempt,” I said, before I’d engaged my brain. Mr Blasby stopped dead in his tracks, and both of my parents turned to look at me. Mum looked like she was about to cry, whereas Dad had a curious expression on his face, with a single eyebrow raised. I decided that I’d said enough, grabbed my bag and left without another word, using every ounce of my willpower not to slam the headmaster’s door on the way out.

      I wasn’t even sure why I was still going to school at all. As far as I could tell, I had no future, and I wanted no part of the present.
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        * * *

      

      It was as I was walking home, feeling guilty about my friends, annoyed with my headmaster, and tired of my parents’ fussing, that my focus changed.

      I’d spent the last two years feeling sorry for myself, furious with Cassie for leaving me. And I was ashamed of myself for blaming her when she was the actual victim in all of this. I tried not to imagine the fear and pain that she must have experienced, seeing that car out of control and moving at speed right towards her.

      “Last one back does the dishes!” she’d shouted, already on her feet and swinging her bike around before pushing it up the bank at full speed. I scrambled to catch up, reaching the top of the bank as she jumped onto her saddle, powering the bike across the road and up the hill. I’d barely made it on to my seat when I heard the roar and looked up to see a red sports car rounding the corner beyond the bridge and losing control.

      I watched in slow motion as the man behind the wheel tried to correct the drift, his hands a blur as the car fish-tailed across the narrow street, the engine growling and tyres fiercely protesting. There was a moment when it seemed the momentum would carry the vehicle on to the verge on the opposite side, but the driver continued to fight the skid, forcing the car to spin, careening into my sister. The last thing I remembered was the look of shock on Cassie’s face as she disappeared under the front wheels.

      I blamed myself, of course, for going down to the river that day. She’d wanted to go out with Katie, but I’d begged her to spend the afternoon with me. As usual, my puppy-eyes prevailed and Cass had laughed as she’d called Katie and told her she wouldn’t be going to Kingston. The terrible weight of her death pressed down on my shoulders all day, every day.

      I’d been told it wasn’t my fault, repeatedly. That the circumstances of her death were not mine to claim, and the burden of responsibility lay with the driver of the Porsche and bad luck. It was impossible to narrow down the exact moment that triggered my change in thought. Suddenly all I wanted to do was make him suffer, as he’d made Cassie suffer.

      It festered in my brain like a parasite, feeding off my despair and fuelling my anger. I could feel the burn in my gut and the lump in my throat as I remembered her face disappearing from view. I could smell the tyres, and the autumn breeze, hear the river whispering on its journey and the insects tuning up for their nocturnal symphony.

      Without realising it, my feet had taken me to the ancient limestone bridge. As I recognised the landscape, I couldn’t stop myself from staring into the place where she’d disappeared from view. Beyond the narrow verge, the trees continued their pilgrimage to the sky.

      It was as I stood there, looking at the place where she’d died, that I heard the roar of that engine once more. I stared back down towards the bridge, edging myself further into the verge, the hairs on my neck and arms prickling with pain and loss. I could feel my heart beating, fit to burst from my heaving chest as the car, restored and repainted, whistled past in a blur of red and black.

      I looked straight at him, the tears spilling from my reddened eyes. My soul clenched as wave after wave of hatred threatened to consume me from within, and my knees buckled at the shock. And then he was gone.

      I sat there for hours, until the last of the light had faded, wringing my hands and wondering if he’d recognised me as he casually drove by. Being a foot taller, with dishevelled hair and a five o’clock shadow that hadn’t existed two years ago, I suspected he may not have realised, at least not immediately, who I was. But standing in this place, seething at the injustice and terrible loss, how could I be anyone else?

      He had to die.
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      The doctors had told me how lucky I was to have blocked out the events after the ‘tragedy’, as they called it, but it made little difference. Retrograde amnesia was the diagnosis. They assured me I’d get my memories of that day back, eventually. I hoped to God I wouldn’t.

      I heard my parents talking with the police in the aftermath.

      “You said you got him?” my mother wailed, her knees buckling as my father clasped her.

      “We arrested Michael Somers at the scene, Mrs Winward, but it’s not that simple,” replied the police sergeant, his bushy moustache belying the discomfort in his words.

      “There were witnesses,” my father said. “We heard them saying the man was drunk and slurring his words. Behaving erratically according to the ambulance driver.”

      The sergeant sighed and nodded. “Yes, sir, there were. Witnesses said your son had to wrestle the phone from him to call the ambulance in the first place.”

      He peered over to the stairs where I was silently perched, watching the proceedings.

      “So? Surely that’s enough?”

      The sergeant shook his head sadly. “Unfortunately, not. We can’t provide any evidence to support those conclusions. His lawyers have already argued that the light was fading and Cassie didn’t have lights on her bike, so he couldn’t have seen her, and he was concussed from the accident⁠—”

      “But—” began my mother, interrupting him.

      The police officer waved off her intrusion and continued, “—and then they called this big-city surgeon to explain how that would have affected his behaviour and cognitive functions, blaming the slurred speech on head trauma.”

      In the end, the police left my sobbing parents, apologising and shrugging away their protests. And then, for the rest of the world, life went back to normal.

      My life ended. I was lost without Cassie. For a month after her death, other parents would arrive on our doorstep, bringing flowers and lasagne, home-made cards and empty words expressing their sorrow for our loss. They’d bring my friends and Cassie’s friends over and ask them to cheer me up, as if empathy and a casual back slap could ever bring me out of this mental abyss.

      “Mason Winward, Katie’s come from the other side of town to see you. Don’t be rude, darling. Take her upstairs for a while,” my mother intoned sternly, despite her quivering lip and puffy eyes.

      I shrugged and gestured upstairs with the side of my head, and Katie, looking very uncomfortable, began the weary trudge to my bedroom. I followed a couple of steps behind, anticipating the left turn at the top of the stairs. Instead, she turned right and opened the door to Cassie’s room. She walked inside and turned back to me, just in time for the humiliating tears to break ranks and stream down my face.

      “Oh, Mason, I’m so sorry. I didn’t think. I just always come up to see Cassie…” her voice trailed off, and she looked utterly woebegone.

      I shook my head, trying to find a gap in the wracking sobs to say something comforting to her, but inevitably I felt my eyes crease and my knees buckle as I sank to the carpet, unable to stave off the all-consuming emotions.

      Katie hastily composed herself and knelt by my side. Before I could wave her off, I felt her arms circle my shoulders as she pulled me into her chest, cradled my head, and silently cried. We remained like that for five minutes. I could feel her body lurching occasionally as she tried to silence her own sobs.

      Katie Baxter had always been nice to me, and Cassie had often teased me about her. We had absolutely nothing in common – she was into the Rolling Stones and Simple Minds, dressed like Marmalade Atkins at school and Molly Ringwald everywhere else – whereas I was more likely to be found trying to body-pop or break-dance to the latest Electro album (14), much to the dismay of my bedroom mirror that clearly reflected my lack of talent or coordination. Chaka Khan. Mason can’t.

      Katie was the one friend of Cassie’s that I’d admitted to fancying, and instantly regretted it. Cassie had made comments in front of Katie like, “Katie could do with a hand, Mace,” (she always called me Mace). “Will you carry her books for her?” goading me into a deep shade of puce, which, coupled with my incoherent mumbling reply, made me wonder if I’d ever have a girlfriend.

      Katie never rose to my sister’s goadingtaunting, though, and I’d often hear her chastising Cassie for her relentless teasing. We’d known each other since Cassie started secondary school six years ago, when I was just nine years old and girls still had the lurgy, but in all that time I don’t think we’d ever actually touched, and as she held me now, silently sobbing with my head in her hands, I realised just how important Cassie was to Katie.

      I’d been selfish and self-absorbed, succumbing to my grief a dozen times daily since my parents told me she’d died. I’d lost an entire day after seeing Cass disappear under the bonnet of that car, and refused to believe my parents, expecting her to rock up at any moment with a few bruises and a wicked grin.

      Trying to swallow back the deep, guttural jolts of pain and anger, I attempted to compose myself as I lifted my head away from Katie’s chest. I picked myself up and walked across to the bed, sat down and looked around Cassie’s room. It was exactly what you’d expect to see from a teenage girl in 1988. She’d covered the wall by her bed in posters – Eurythmics, Beetlejuice, Culture Club, Madness, half a dozen Bangles postcards and a huge Breakfast Club movie poster that she told me she’d nicked from a bus stop in the city.

      “I’d have been grounded for a week for stealing that,” I said, more to myself than Katie.

      Katie uttered something between a laugh and a sob. “She didn’t even nick it. One of the boys at Southborough was showing off, and he gave it to her.”

      “Sounds about right,” I replied. “She was always good at getting other people to do her dirty work. Myself included,” I muttered.

      “She loved you, Mason. The number of times she blew me out to spend time with you…”

      I nodded. I knew she had, and I’d done the same. She had a corkboard on the opposite wall, with dozens of polaroids pinned to it. It was mostly pictures of her and her friends doing daft stuff up town (Kingston was always ‘up town’), almost all of which she’d instigated. There were a couple of her posing with airmen from RAF Chessington, Cassie wearing the blue-grey beret of the younger one, whilst he smiled stupidly, his hair dishevelled and dented where the beret had just been.

      And one of me, sitting astride my Grifter, taken last year in front of a slightly forlorn Christmas tree that glittered with too much tinsel and paper ornaments made by Cassie and I when we were toddlers. There were paper ribbons blu-tacked to the ceiling, strings with cards criss-crossing the room, dangerously close to the hideous 70s lampshade that sported varying shades of brown, interlocking squares.

      Within five minutes of that photo being taken, the pair of us were flying down the hill to the bridge at top speed, freezing our arses off in the winter wind.

      “Take your coats!” our mother had shouted pointlessly, hands on hips and shaking her head (but smiling) as we disappeared around the corner.

      Katie sat next to me on the bed, bringing me back to the present with a jolt. Her hands were wringing themselves in her lap and tears still fell down her face. “Look, I know it’s shit right now, but I’m always around if you need to chat.”

      I nodded, not entirely sure how to respond. I settled for a “Thanks, Katie.”

      We spent the next hour going through her things, Katie hiding half the stuff she discovered from me, and promising that she was just cleansing for the sake of our parents. I had no intention of pursuing the matter – there are some things you just didn’t need to know about your sister. We spoke little, but there was a shared understanding.

      That was the last time I saw Katie for many, many years.
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      For two weeks I returned to the scene every evening, watching and waiting, learning and absorbing the habitual nature of this man that took everything from me. I’d wrestled with the decision for longer than I expected, given the circumstances. I grew to hate myself for second-guessing my fortitude and desire for justice.

      I felt less fear about ending his life than I did about condemning mine. I no longer cared what happened to me. The physical consequences were obvious and likely, and they mattered very little. My constant worry was about the mental repercussions I would suffer from seeing the life drain away from my sister’s killer.

      I wanted to look him in the eye so he could see who his murderer was. He needed to hear me say her name, over and over, so I could watch as he searched my face for answers. I hoped he’d be confused and scared and in pain, like she was.

      The hatred consumed me. This escalation in my solitude and outrage alarmed my parents and ended my tenure at school. They begged me to seek more help, cried with me as I lashed out at them, called them terrible names. I blamed them for being so weak and pathetic that my sister’s killer could walk around unsullied by the consequences of his actions.

      Even my father cried, which I’d never seen before. Instead of feeling guilty, his capitulation angered me more. He had no right to indulge in his compromised emotions. He should have been out there, dealing with the man that murdered her.

      Mr Blasby wrote to my parents to inform them of my expulsion. I’d failed to attend a single lesson since the day he’d demanded to meet in his office. He at least had the decency to make it sound like he regretted the decision. My counsellor called round after my second missed appointment, but I barged past her at the door and strode away without a single glance back at my house.

      For a few days my parents went into overdrive, dragging old friends over to see me, trying to find some common ground to bring us together, but I got wise to their tactics quickly. I stayed out for longer periods of time so they couldn’t ambush me at home. I was sleeping until 10am, leaving the house within minutes of waking and returning at midnight to avoid further confrontations.

      It’s safe to say I was in an awful place mentally and feeling a barrage of emotions about what I was planning to do. Every minute of the day, I was challenging my rationale. Second-guessing everything. Asking myself frequently if I should go through with it. Every time I thought of Cassie, my eyes welled up and I found myself unable to breathe. Every time I thought of him, my face flushed red and I had to make fists with my hands to calm myself down.

      I spent the day wandering around Chessington, reminding myself of all the places Cassie and I used to hang out. I walked up Winey Hill (pronounced ‘whinny’), past the cattle pond at the top, and down to the rear fence of Chessington Zoo. Most of the locals still stubbornly refused to acknowledge the newly christened World of Adventures. After an hour or two of reminiscing and mental torture, I dragged myself off the hill and into Garrison Lane, completely oblivious to my school as I continued past Chessington South Station heading round the corner into the south entrance of Churchfields.

      Cassie and I used to come to the playground here all the time when we were younger, with and without our parents. Everything in it was lethal, but when you’re young, you don’t see the danger coming. As I grew older, when I nostalgically looked back at that playground, I wondered how I hadn’t needed a tetanus injection every week.

      There was nobody about, save for a guy sitting on the bench under the old oak tree by the playground, so I took the scenic route as I left the fields, avoiding the neighbouring streets and the possibility of human contact, and continued across the car park to dog-shit alley (no need to explain how it earned that name). The alley snaked down beside the railway tracks to Chessington North Station, at which point I gave up on my weary trudge down memory lane and headed home. It was time to act.
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      I knew my behaviour was wretched, but I put these internal confessions out of my mind as I headed for the old stone bridge across the river. It took me almost an hour to reach my destination, despite it being no more than a twenty-minute walk. As I reached the ramparts of the ancient bridge, I withdrew the blade from my belt and sat on the lower bank, shrouded from the road by the stone barricades. I could feel the vitriol and utter devastation welling up inside me. Every time her face swam into view, my grip on the hilt of the knife increased, the pressure causing pins and needles in my forearm, and a dull, satisfying ache.

      For two weeks I’d worked up to this moment, although I felt like I’d been building towards it for two years. I was shivering in fear and cold and anticipation, my ears alert to the sound of the gate opening, half wishing that it never would. I don’t know how long I sat there, but every fibre in my body was urging me to run home. The internal conflict was seething, like a metronome swinging between rage and fear.

      The sound of tyres crunching over the rough gravel driveway was like an electric charge through my soul. Every sense was heightened, and I pushed my back against the cold stone, stealing glances towards the white house. Then the mechanical clunk of the car door opening. Footsteps scraping the loose stones and the metallic grinding of steel on steel as he retracted the deadbolt. More footsteps, and the purr of the engine as he eased it between the gateposts, the tyres whispering as they transitioned onto the smooth tarmac.

      I was slowly (and, in hindsight, reluctantly) working my way up the bank. Tears streamed from my eyes as I swallowed hard to keep my composure. A noise from behind distracted me from my task. I turned towards the sound, surprised to see a man, just five metres away, standing casually on the towpath and looking at me with a mixture of pity and concern. My initial reaction was to conceal the knife, but it was too late for that. I always knew I’d be apprehended, eventually. I’d assumed it would be much later, once the life had drained from my sister’s killer’s body, his blood pooling on the black asphalt.

      I took a deep breath and turned away from the stranger who was witnessing my lunacy, peering over the parapet at my intended victim, every muscle in my body coiled to strike. I was seconds from vaulting over the low wall and becoming a murderer, when the man from the towpath placed a hand on my shoulder.

      “There’s a better way,” he said gently, “to confront your grief.” A single tear escaped his kind eyes.
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      I stared at him for ten seconds as the world around me evaporated. All that remained of the universe was this man and me. He kept his hand fixed to my shoulder, not aggressively, but placatingly, and I instinctively understood, even with the pressure of murder clouding my judgement, that his intentions were good. Time seemed to slow down as I assessed my situation, standing there with the knife in my hand. My sister’s killer was just a few metres behind me, oblivious to the peril he was escaping.

      And then I crumbled. My thoughts switched from him to her. Not her lifeless body, crushed against the kerb of the verge across the road, but of her ready smile, the mischief she brought, the encouragement she gave me and the joy she ushered to everyone in her orbit.

      My fingers loosened on the knife and I felt the hilt slip from my grasp, as my eyes creased once again and I dropped to my knees on the uneven ground, barely able to contain the strangled wailing that emanated from my broken soul.

      For a while, maybe an hour, maybe a minute – I couldn’t be sure – I lay there, on my side, falling through purgatory, unable to move as the hate and shame burst through my consciousness, crippling and taunting me in equal measure. I was a failure and a fraud, broken, yet strangely whole and not defiled by the despicable act that I’d lost the courage to commit. I felt relief and guilt in unquantifiable measures, and humiliation at my vulnerability in the face of a complete stranger.

      And fear. Numbing, uncontrollable fear.

      It was this last emotion that shook me from my dark reverie and reminded me of the presence of the man I’d seen on the towpath. I looked up at his face, my body shivering as I clenched my arms to my chest to stop the internal earthquake, and was mildly surprised to find myself prone on the grassy embankment.

      The man’s facial expression was one of pity. His heavily wrinkled eyes were dark in the dusk, exaggerated by the harsh shadows cast by the lampposts in the driveway beyond. He had thick hair, which could have been black or brown, with small tufts of grey bursting through at the temples. His stubble was shaped around his mouth, trimmed into an untidy goatee.

      He wore a black coat, which was buttoned up to the neck against the declining night temperature, and khaki trousers with pockets down the thighs. On his feet were dark Vans, maybe burgundy or a dirty orange, but with the familiar signature wave adorning the outside facia.

      “Come on,” he said, “let’s get you up from there.” He reached out to me with his hand and gestured for me to take it.

      I reached back tentatively and felt surprised at the strength of his grip. I was still a little overwhelmed and unsteady, and it didn’t help to be hauled up whilst standing on a steep, damp, grassy bank, but I managed a weak “thank you.”

      He leaned over and collected the knife, looking at it curiously before he pulled out his shirt and wiped both the blade and handle of the knife, and then tossed it downstream, into the flow away from the bridge.

      He gesticulated sideways with his head, put his hand on my left shoulder and guided me along the towpath to a place where the bank incline shallowed. We climbed the dewy slope in silence. As we reached the top, I suddenly felt overwhelmed again, and despite my best efforts ended up back on my knees, crying my idiot eyes out with snot leaking everywhere.

      “It won’t always feel this way,” he whispered, smiling with sympathy. “I promise. Grief never fully leaves us, but over time it transitions from numbness and anger to fond memories.”

      I hiccoughed a few times, trying to gather myself, not taking my red and swollen eyes off the man sitting on the bank next to me. “How do you know this is grief?”

      “Young man, it is plain to see how much pain you are in. You were about to do something that would have changed you forever.”

      I felt the shame rising in my neck and my face was suddenly burning.

      “Cut yourself a little slack. You did nothing irreversible. Thinking about it is perfectly reasonable – I’m sure everyone has a moment in their life when they’d like to bring harm to someone else. To feel nothing would be inhuman.”

      I nodded, mostly because I didn’t know what to say.

      “Would you like to talk about it?” he asked me. It didn’t seem like he was prying, but I was automatically wary. I settled for another shrug because I didn’t really know what I wanted.

      “It’s OK. I expect you’ve talked about it with so many people that you’re tired of bringing it up again, right?”

      “I’ve tried to get help,” I replied, nodding, “but then something clicks and I just lose my shit…” I looked up sharply. Swearing in front of an adult was the quickest route to a bollocking, and my immediate reaction was panic.

      “I mean, I just seem to make everything worse and then nobody wants to talk to me,” I recovered.

      “Losing your shit is all part of the process,” he replied, smiling at me mischievously.

      “I don’t mean to be rude,” I said, legitimately not trying to be rude, “but who are you? Why were you on the towpath tonight? I’ve never seen another person down here, except—” I stopped just short of saying her name, and took a deep breath to hold back the tears, currently skulking just below the surface of my eyelids.

      “Please accept my apologies. I should have introduced myself. I’m—” he paused, and smiled briefly before extending his hand, “Fagan.”
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      I woke up the next morning a little disoriented. The skin on my face felt taut and grimy from the tears and my mouth was dry. I reached over for the tumbler of water by my bedside and took a few deep glugs, savouring the cool liquid as it extinguished my thirst.

      I’d fallen to pieces when I arrived home well after midnight. Without realising it, I’d dived straight into Cassie’s bed, fully clothed, and passed out as my head hit the pillow. At some point my parents must have come up, because my shoes were neatly by the door and an emerald green tumbler full of water stood on a wicker coaster on Cassie’s bedside drawers. The pink and red lava lamp was on, and I watched as a globule of wax drifted lazily upwards and collided with smaller bubbles descending to the fiery light in the base.

      It took a few minutes for my eyes to establish that I wasn’t in my room, and I looked around at the posters and polaroids, the pink feather-boa draped over the three ornate oval mirrors, sitting gloomily without Cassie’s eyes to appreciate them, on the shabby-chic dressing table in the corner. Everything looked different today, as if some dark-magic mist had lifted, allowing things to be viewed in their full majesty.

      The events of last night played through my mind, and I could feel a knot in my chest as I thought about that knife in my hand. The man from the towpath, Fagan, had walked with me to the end of my road, and watched me traipse the last few steps to my house, throwing up a brief hand as I opened the gate to my parents’ front garden.

      He’d quietened as we ambled back. I’d noticed him taking a few deep breaths as we trudged up the hill from the river, and slowed my pace to enable him to keep up. He didn’t seem old or infirm, but there was both a strength and a fragility about him I couldn’t quite fathom. As if sensing my thoughts, he spoke.

      “One of the follies of youth is that ageing is incomprehensible to you,” he smiled, sadly. “Five years ago, I’d have raced you up here, but gravity seems to be winning these days.”

      We continued up the road in silence until we reached the corner of my parents’ cul-de-sac.

      “I live down here,” I said, nodding my head towards my house.

      “Okay, lad.” He held something out for me. “This is me. You’ve had a rough night, and you’re going to feel out of sorts tomorrow. Why don’t you come and see me once you’re up and about? Up to you, of course,” he said.

      I took the folded paper from his hand and looked at it in the half light from the orange street-lamp down the road. It was blank on one side, and on the other, a hastily scrawled message.

      
        
          
        Meet me outside the Blackamoors Head at 11am tomorrow.

      

      

      

      I thanked him and pocketed the paper, not really sure what to say before turning away and walking to my house. I caught a last glimpse of him, hand raised as I opened the front gate, before he disappeared from view behind the neighbour’s hedge.
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        * * *

      

      I crossed the landing to my room and rummaged through my drawers and wardrobe for a change of clothes. My jeans were still damp at the ankles and muddy from the riverbank, and there was a film of sandy-coloured grit on the back of my hoodie, presumably from the stonework of the bridge, which I’d no doubt deposited into Cassie’s bed during the night. I patted down the pockets on both and extracted the crumpled paper that Fagan had handed me.

      I wasn’t sure why, but I was going to pay him a visit. He had stopped me from doing something incredibly stupid. I thought about the man in the Porsche and, though there was a knot in my chest because he had, after all, killed her and faced zero consequences, the anger had largely dissipated. Mentally, I felt completely drained. I’d fixated on Michael Somers for too long. He’d been a constant burning irritation for the past two years. It was time to bury that thought and move on.

      I thought about what Cassie would say if she knew that I’d nearly murdered a man, and came to the conclusion that she would be royally fucked-off with me. I could almost hear the lecture coming at me with her ‘cross voice’. She’d learned that from Mum, no doubt. They both had the ability to switch from a casual sing-song voice to the embodiment of Satan, mid-sentence.

      I ventured downstairs, rather reluctantly, as I feared that my mother would still be very emotional, but found her ironing in the lounge with the TV on.

      “Mason!” she beamed at me with an over-the-top smile plastered across her face. “How are you this morning, my darling?”

      “I’m okay, Mum. Just tired.”

      She put the iron down and leaned over to the socket to switch it off. “Let me get you some breakfast.”

      I just nodded and walked through to the kitchen. She must have realised I didn’t want to speak and I could see her biting her lip, concern still evident on her face as she buttered the toast and flipped the eggs. More than once, I caught her glancing over at me and looking quickly away as our eyes connected.

      Not wanting to prolong the moment, I wolfed down my breakfast like a starving orphan, picked up my plate and cutlery and placed them in the sink.

      “I’ll be back a bit later, Mum.”

      She just nodded and forced a smile. It must have taken every ounce of her willpower not to ask me where I was going, and I could see the internal battle she was having. I took two steps towards the door and turned to face her.

      “I’m okay, Mum, I promise. At least, I will be. I know I’ve let you down recently, but I’ll make it up to you.” I didn’t hang about for a response.

      I grabbed my red Powell-Peralta Hoodie from the pile of washing my mum was working through and headed for the door.

      “That’s not ironed, Mason,” she called to my retreating back.

      “It’s fine, Mum. See you later.”

      I closed the front door behind me and stepped out into the brisk autumn air.
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      I took a winding route down to the Blackamoors. The ground was damp from overnight rain, but it wasn’t cold. The wind was gusty though, and I had to fight off a constant stream of decaying, yellow leaves being lifted from their resting place on the pavement and whipped towards me.

      I weaved through the streets of Chessington for half an hour, not really taking in my surroundings, until I found myself at the end of Moor Lane, sitting on the low wall outside the pub. A quick glance at my watch told me it was 10.53, so I didn’t have long to wait.

      “Good morning, Mason,” said a voice behind me.

      I stood up, brushing the damp brick dust from my jeans.

      “Hi,” I replied, pathetically. Now that I was here and facing this man again, I wondered what on earth I’d been thinking, agreeing to meet this total stranger.

      Fagan looked at me, a wistful smile playing across his face. “Ten seconds in and already having second-thoughts I see.”

      I shrugged. In the daylight, he looked a little older than he had last night. The wrinkles around his eyes were less pronounced than they had been in the harsh shadows of the streetlights, but there was a darkness under his eyes and more grey in his hair than I’d noticed before.

      “Walk with me,” he said simply, and started strolling towards Ewell, hands in pockets. We walked in silence for five minutes, and I had the distinct impression he was trying to decide if he’d made a mistake.

      “Mr Fagan?”

      He turned his head towards me, eyebrows raised, but continued walking. “Just Fagan.”

      “Fagan. Where are we going?”

      He stopped, brows now furrowed, and responded with a question. “Where would you like to go?”

      “Er…”

      “Mason, why don’t you tell me why you were down by that bridge last night with a knife in your hand? You do that, and we’ll see where our feet take us.”

      I didn’t really like the idea of spilling it all over again. The previous thousand times I’d recounted the events of that fateful day had been to people who already knew the basics. This stranger knew nothing. It was painful enough talking about it when half the job was done, but I felt like I owed him something.

      “My sister died two years ago. I was waiting for the man that killed her.” We started walking again as I shared the bare bones of the story, and could feel myself getting agitated. To give Fagan his due, he didn’t interrupt once. He just listened attentively as we walked, and I took little notice of our surroundings or direction.

      “Ah, here we are,” said Fagan, stopping outside the fish and chip shop at the northern corner of the rectangular Copt Gilders roundabout.

      “Come on,” said Fagan, gesturing sideways with his head. “I’m just up here.”

      He walked around the side of the chip shop and up an old iron stairway at the back of the building to a faded blue door labelled with the number 4B on slanted metallic stickers. He pulled a set of keys from his pocket, found the one he was looking for and opened up, standing to one side and waving me in. “Straight through to the front, that’s it.”

      I walked through the flat, which was dingy and dark inside, but clean and homely enough. Fagan switched on the lights and nodded towards the sofa against the far wall.

      “Cuppa?” he asked.

      “Coffee, please,” I replied.

      He busied himself in the kitchen for a couple of minutes while I sat waiting patiently in the lounge. It was pleasantly warm, despite being dark, and the room itself was friendly but impersonal. It felt more like a B&B with mismatched furniture and random paintings hung on the taupe walls. I could smell the lingering odour of stale oil from the chippy below, and within two minutes of being there I heard two 71 buses go by in opposite directions, one to the zoo and the other to Kingston.

      Fagan returned with a mug in each hand and placed mine on a chipped veneer side table by the arm of the sofa, before taking a seat in a brown corduroy armchair that seemed to swallow him whole.

      “Mr Fagan?”

      “Fagan, please, Mason.”

      “Sorry, Fagan. Why am I here?”

      He smiled and took a big breath. “Well, that’s the eternal question for all mankind, isn’t it? Why are we here?”

      I must have looked like I was about to respond, as Fagan raised a hand to show he wasn’t finished.

      “I am here because you are here, Mason. And you are here because you need to be.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “No, I’m sure you don’t, but you will in good time.” He leaned forwards and placed his mug on the central coffee table. “I am an intervention specialist. Specifically, a re-alignment therapist. My job is to help young people when they are at their lowest, and teach them how to alter the direction of their lives.”

      I let that sink in for a moment. I was struggling to fathom the implications of that statement.

      “I was brought in to help you, Mason. Please don’t ask me by whom – that’s privileged information, but suffice to say there are people who are very concerned for your welfare, and rightly so, judging by the events of last night.”

      “You were there for me?”

      Fagan nodded. “I’ve been keeping an eye on you. It was plain to see that you were planning to avenge your sister after your third evening in a row, sitting by that bridge and watching.”

      “You’ve been watching me?” I could feel a mixture of anger and shame welling up inside me.

      “Closely. And as I said to you last night, your feelings are perfectly natural.”

      “And how would you know?” I retorted angrily and then winced. Even in my head, I sounded like a petulant child.

      “Because I have been where you are.”

      That stumped me. My need to be surly and irascible was suddenly replaced by curiosity.

      “You have?”

      He nodded. “When I was about your age, I was very close to committing murder. It would have ruined my life.”

      “What happened?” I asked, my anger suddenly dissipating.

      “I was brought to my senses,” he replied simply. “And, in all honesty, I don’t know if I would have gone through with it. It was a long time ago now, but I still remember how scared I was, and how conflicted.”

      I picked up my coffee, unsure how to process any of this, and took a sip. There were tears threatening to spill from the edges of my eyes as I remembered the events of the previous night.

      “It’s okay, Mason. As I said to you before, you’ve done nothing irreversible. And I’m not here to dissect your actions, or judge you.”

      “Then why are you here?” I asked, sniffing and swallowing and trying desperately not to capitulate again.

      “I’m here to help you move forward, if you’ll allow it. From what I know about you, you’re an intelligent young man. I expect you feel utterly alone in the world right now, and I’m telling you that you are not. You may feel hopeless and angry and sad, and above all overwhelmed and lost, but yours is a human condition called grief and it is not unique to you.”

      The deep, bubbling shame had continued its slow creep upwards, coupled with guilt, embarrassment and an uncontrolled sense of loss. As I broke down and covered my face, I heard a movement from across the room, and then felt an arm around my shoulder.

      “Let it out, son. Grief is like running a tap into a balloon. If you don’t let it out, sooner or later it will burst.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      TThe following week was a blur. I met with Fagan daily; sometimes at his flat, and sometimes we’d walk the streets or jump on a bus to Surbiton or Kingston, just talking the day away. He was patient and kind, and despite giving me very little detail about himself, I truly believed that he understood how I felt. There was something damaged about him, which, if anything, gave him more credibility.

      The day after I first went to his flat, I’d asked him to elaborate on his job.

      “You said you were an intervention specialist. What is that?” I probed, in between handfuls of chips from the takeaway below.

      “I am a child psychologist, actually,” he replied and then added “but I specialise in interventions and re-alignment.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Usually, I am only called in when the person in question is at a critical point in their lives, when everything is spiralling out of control and it is necessary to save them from themselves, or help steer them from harm or foul.”

      I thought about that for a minute, and how it applied to me. More than anything I wanted to be indignant and dismissive about it, but given that two nights ago I was going to jump over a wall and stab a man to death, I could hardly argue that his timely arrival was unnecessary.

      “How many, er, clients do you have? Or are they patients?”

      He smiled. “I’m not sure that you are a patient or a client, Mason. Perhaps the word student would be more apt, since I am primarily here to teach.”

      “You didn’t answer my question,” I responded, not meaning it to come across as aggressively as I suspect it did.

      “Just one. I only ever work with one at a time.”

      “And I’m that one? Right now, I mean.”

      He merely nodded and even had the audacity to steal one of my chips.

      “When will I be cured?” I’d asked a few days later, following one of our heavier sessions.

      “Cured? Mason, you don’t have a disease. You already have most of the tools you need to get through this. I’m just teaching you how to use them.”

      I was still prone to suddenly crying for no reason, and when this happened Fagan was patient with me, gently enquiring about how I felt and what had triggered the reaction. He’d jot something down in a battered notebook and wait for me to regain control before pressing me for details.

      He encouraged me to continue with my counsellor.

      “Why do I need to see her when I’ve got you?” I asked sulkily. The idea of more therapy was about as appealing as arriving naked at school.

      “You need the message reinforced, Mason. You have an aversion to self-preservation, and you need to learn to trust others again.”

      “And then what?”

      “What do you mean?” he asked, eyebrows raised like I’d asked the world’s most idiotic question.

      “I mean, what happens after that? I make peace with my counsellor and listen to what she has to say⁠—”

      “—If she’s a good counsellor, she’ll be the one doing the listening,” Fagan interrupted, before I built up a head of steam. “Look, Mason, a lot has happened to you in the last few years. You need to get these things clear in your own head. Talking about them is part of the healing process, but it will also help you understand what is happening in your mind.”

      I clenched my fists together and swallowed. I couldn’t decide if I was angry or about to collapse in tears again, but Fagan, sensing the change in my mood, did what he was paid to do. He intervened.

      “Come on. I need to get you out of this flat and show you what I mean.” He stood up and walked to the door, grabbing his jacket from the hook on the wall as he passed it. “Well, come on then!”

      Begrudgingly, I pushed myself out of the armchair and followed him out of the room.

      We spent the next thirty minutes walking in silence, weaving our way through the drab streets of Chessington, until we reached the top of the lane that ran down to the bridge. I was about to protest and turn back when Fagan stopped and faced me.

      He placed his hands on my shoulders and looked directly into my eyes, like I was being x-rayed. “Do you trust me?” he asked.

      I shrugged. The truth was, I’d already told him I wanted to, but he’d been far from forthcoming about his life, steering the conversation away from himself whenever it came up. That made it difficult to entirely accept his presence.

      “Okay, well,” he said, interrupting my thoughts, “we’ll come back to the trust part later. For now, I’ll ask you to accept my help at this moment, and see if we can’t figure some things out. How does that sound?”

      I just shrugged again. I could feel my eyes stinging and the reawakening of my rage.

      “When you stand here and look around, where are you drawn to first?”

      “What do you mean?” I stammered.

      “What are the significant places for you in this area? What do you see?”

      I turned my head between the far ramparts, the gate, the bridge and the verge opposite where the last vestiges of old ribbons clung to the lower branches of the trees. I pointed to the three places that I thought about more than any other.

      “That’s where Cassie died. By that kerb, where the ribbons are blowing.” I swung round to the left. “The other side of that gate is where the man lives that killed her. And the bank on the far side is where Cass and I used to spend days playing and talking.”

      “That’s very good, Mason. So when we arrived a few moments ago, where did you look first?”

      I thought about it for a moment and lazily flicked a hand towards the kerb opposite. “The verge,” I replied. “I miss her so much.” At this moment, I lost control again, and sobbed as Fagan put his arms round me and held me tightly.

      “Sit down,” said Fagan, softly.

      I did as he said, and sat on the kerb, my legs stretched out into the road, and leaning back on my arms, intermittently wiping the tears from my cheeks.

      “Why the verge first, Mason?” he asked, gently. “What draws your eye to that before anything else?”

      I looked across at the place where she died. “That’s the last place I saw her. Alive,” I added. I pointed to the damaged tree. “We used to have a sort of den in those trees. A place only we knew about behind that first row. But all I see when I look there now is her disappearing under that car.”

      He patted my shoulder again and stood up, and I watched him walk to the kerb on the other side in front of the broken tree. He turned back to me and spoke.
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