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About the Book


Magnus is haunted. Memories of Claire, his sister, who died mysteriously, follow him everywhere.


Or are they memories? Why is Magnus adopting Claire’s interests, her romantic grudges, her links to a secretive boarding school? Are his sightings of her simply the work of his bereaved imagination? Is Claire herself beginning to take over his life, and his mind?




Thanks to Charlotte Mendelson, Amy Philip and Lucy Ramsey at Headline, Natasha Fairweather, Linda Shaughnessy and Rob Kraitt at AP Watt, Ruaridh Nicoll, John MacKenzie, Geraldine Murray, Henry Chapman and very much Lucia.




One


The soft hiss of the coach brakes woke Magnus instantly, but he did not open his eyes. Instead he raised both sets of fingers and touched his face. As he feared, nothing had changed. The skin was numb. Someone else’s. He let his fingers drop again and sighed. It had been like this ever since he received the bad news two weeks before; as if the information had jolted him half an inch out of alignment with his own body, along with the entire world, which now seemed artificial, like a stage set. Perhaps this was only to be expected, he had told himself at the beginning. Shock did such things. He could tell almost anyone that he felt ‘totally numb’ and they would not be surprised. On the contrary, they would forgive the cliché and prepare the next concerned question. But if he told them that he was half an inch to the left of the Magnus they were looking at? Literally? It was not the same thing at all.


So he had decided not to tell anyone about his freak malalignment and hoped instead that it would pass of its own accord. The days that followed the bad news were insanely full of activity and things to deal with, but still, every time he woke and at many other times during the day, often unconsciously, his fingers would creep up and dab the skin of his face in the hope that it had become his own once more. For two weeks now, the situation had remained stubbornly the same: he could touch and feel himself, but he couldn’t feel himself be touched. As with the face, so with the rest of his body. Arms, legs, flanks, nipples, genitals. All felt as if they had been mysteriously laminated. Only the fingertips – ten precious pads of sensate skin – provided reliable information.


On the plus side there was no pain. There was no nothing. Cold baths and pinching had no effect whatsoever. Nor did abstaining from cigarettes and alcohol – a foolish experiment that he rapidly abandoned, although he did switch to a low-tar tobacco brand and reduced his booze intake as a precaution. Perhaps, he speculated, he was suffering from a medical syndrome with an Eastern European name attached to it, or maybe a pupil had spiked his glass of water with LSD. Unlikely, though. And if these strange symptoms really were caused by pure, straight emotion – which felt like the obvious explanation – how was it that the government allowed anyone to drive under the influence of grief?


But there had been no time to grieve yet. How could he when he was racing through a transit lounge, shouting at an official, or trying to make an international call from a payphone in Rundu? He hoped that he did not look as odd as he felt. People, he noticed, had been keeping their distance. Nobody sat next to him on the coach – even though he couldn’t have looked as bad as most of his fellow passengers – and the flight into London, by chance or design, had left another empty seat beside him. These things made him a little paranoid. He did not want people to know that he found them disturbing and unreal and that their bodies had acquired in his mind a grotesque lucidity. Everything was amplified to an almost unbearable degree: their smells, their sniffs, their scratchings, even their sweating. Faces held a particularly revolting fascination. The knobbly features and open pores resembled wood fungus while beneath their unlikely shapes he imagined the brain as a grey, unappetising nut. One way or another, people must have picked up on it.


So, he felt alienated: from himself, from other people and from everything else too. A coach was therefore not a good place to be. After so many hours spent in enclosed spaces he felt increasingly claustrophobic. This was partly why he had decided to keep his eyes shut until he heard the doors open. In the meantime he tried to allay his panicky impatience by thinking of something else. Unfortunately but inevitably this led back to the phone call, the one that had delivered the bad news, the one that had made him numb.


He had expected it to be his girlfriend Felicity – or, more precisely, his ex-girlfriend. They had argued the night before, broken up and walked out of the restaurant in opposite directions. But he didn’t believe that she was serious, and was hoping to hear her repentant voice on the end of the line, hoarse from a sleepless night. But it was Father. Their conversation was brief and strangely banal in tone. The banality of people organising a stay in purgatory. He remembered his actions vividly from his then entirely new, half-inch-to-the-left perspective. First he had put down his mobile phone. He had lain back on the bed, then checked the time on his Mickey Mouse bedside clock (the white gloved fingers indicated that it was a little before seven in the morning). First he phoned Felicity who didn’t answer or wasn’t there. Then he phoned work, claimed compassionate leave, booked a flight, phoned Felicity’s mobile (no answer), packed some things, phoned Felicity again (nope), left his rented accommodation in Shepherd’s Bush, and took a taxi to the airport. He boarded the first of two aeroplanes, passed through several time zones and booked into a cheap hotel in the hot, surprisingly tidy city of Windhoek, Namibia. There he located the relevant offices, gave up on Felicity and, over the course of several days, bulldozed his way through some African bureaucracy – the only time when his numbness had found a use for itself. Then he had come back, disoriented, frayed but more or less in one piece. Give or take half an inch.


The coach seemed to be stationary now but the engine continued to shudder in neutral. Resisting the urge to open his eyes, he wondered if they were going to have to move to another stand, but then the engine abruptly stopped. The doors clunked open and the sounds of the city broke into the cabin, followed by some cool, tainted city air. His eyelids would not open easily – they were gummed together – but by applying some saliva he succeeded. The view, as expected, was ugly. He blinked and straightened up. Through the misted glass of the window the coach station presented itself, a depressing panorama of queues and ticket offices and a shabby pub away to the right. Time to move, before everyone else did. Edging his way out of the seat on unreliable legs, he crabwalked swiftly down the aisle and just managed to avoid the crush, to his intense relief.


Inevitably, however, while waiting to collect his rucksack from the luggage hatch, Magnus found himself jostled and closed in. It was too much. He longed to get away. The last leg of his long intercontinental journey had been easily the worst, albeit the least eventful, punctuated by burpers, crunchers, toxic farters and the steady drone of all-night student large-talk. He did not want to hear about the Baltic authors, whoever they were, ever again. The travellers who still circled the hatch made him think of an awful orchestra warming up: plucking their underwear, tuning their catarrh.


Finally he got hold of his rucksack. Mobiles started ringing behind him as they left the station and Magnus decided that he must avoid that hideous throng. He put his head down and made his way towards the bus-only exit. Almost immediately a Musselburgh-bound double-decker hooted at his back and he was obliged to lob his rucksack and then vault – or, as it transpired, urgently flop – over the metal barriers on to a paltry slice of kerb. There he cowered, just catching a glance through the side-doors of the driver who, with ardour in his eyes, was declaiming something in his direction. Poetry? Magnus straightened up and swiftly checked that his bag was out of the path of a second bus whose hydraulics guffed directly in his face as it passed. Amid the aroma of oil and rubber he fancied that he could identify the trapped wind and accumulated foot odour of a thousand overnighters. Reminded of several jaw-clacking snoozelets that had punctuated his journey the length of England and beyond, he turned away and found that his face was inches from a reflecting window. It appeared that someone had rolled his eyeballs in a mixture of blood and egg-white. He looked closer at himself, appalled, fascinated, and pushed his wire spectacles higher up along the bridge of his sharp nose. He was trying to interpret the Oriental calligraphy that had been scored on his cheek in the form of a sleep-mark: Japanese, perhaps, for dog breath. With his sickly yellow tan he looked even worse than the orchestra; maybe he was the conductor.


Without much hope Magnus tried to rearrange his hair, which reminded him distressingly of a bad eighties band. It was flat on top and appeared ferociously backcombed at the nape of the neck – the result of having wedged his head for eight hours between a wet window and the headrest. He managed to snag his rucksack on the barrier, then inched his way along the kerb towards the promise of broad pavement. Objective achieved, he paused and blinked painfully. Edinburgh’s luminous grey light wasn’t the problem. He was stunned by the noise and vibrations that echoed horribly where he was standing in the exit arch. A third bus came honking past and he decided as a matter of priority that he should get out, as far away from public road transport as his puffy feet would take him. He got to the pavement, crossed the road, survived, and did not savour his first proper view of the open square with its saint on a high column, radiating taxicabs. This wasn’t the district that interested him. Instead he turned right and headed down the hill, over Queen Street – equally savage with traffic – and towards the relative quiet of Dublin Street. At the top he paused to admire the Forth estuary and beyond it, far away, illusory tranquillity in the form of Fife. The hills were still blurred with morning mist. The sun never finished its job over there.


Magnus knew that the Georgian part of the city where he was heading would be unchanged: protected from time by World Heritage Site planning orders. He had once been vaguely contemptuous of it on metropolitan terms – ‘site’ was just the word for this strangely unboisterous, un-ugly place. Now the buildings’ tomblike greyness, which used to oppress him, seemed graciously well judged. The roll-call of street names signalled his approach to that special part, whose invisible boundaries were defined by the three points. They were called (according to street or crescent) India, Bellevue and Drummond. Joined together, these nodes – each significant to his dearly departed, since they had been marked down on a map he found among her things – described a sharp triangular slice. One he knew, while the other two were mysteries. Even though the purpose of those three Biro ink dots was most likely banal, such tiny details, since the news, had acquired an almost mystic significance. During an emotionally precarious Namibian night he had calculated that the distance it enclosed came close to a square kilometre. A square in a triangle. Nice. This geometry of death, of mathematical precision applied to the last great human mystery, appealed to his sense of the arcane.


There were several practical reasons for Magnus being in Edinburgh. He had to report back to his parents, he had to extort some money from them, and he also had an idea to leave teaching in London permanently and start a business here. There was a letter, too, that had never reached his sister and that he intended to return to its sender. But in truth they were all subordinate to a vaguer, more potent need: to nurture his memories of his sister Claire and to shore them up while they remained fresh. He could not bear her being gone and her violent departure was still so obscenely current that he found himself having to check that reality had really got it right. So here he was, looking for her in places where she most conspicuously wasn’t, in the hope that their very emptiness might still define her shape somehow. The sense of loss increased as he entered the streets she had known best, but this was welcome. His grief seemed to operate on the assumption that greater pain would bring swifter solace. In his current state, even contemplating an end to his suffering seemed disgraceful.


He wondered whether it was possible to grieve for a whole life. Perhaps he ought to try. The idea of devoting himself to her memory appealed to him since it gave him purpose. He would spend his time imagining what she might have said, doing what she might have done, going where she might have chanced to visit. Thus she would continue to live for him, hidden away inside his head. Which was better than nothing. Yes, he thought, he would stick around this town for a while, to be where she wasn’t, where she was. He stopped and looked around at the surrounding townhouses, whose beauty had formerly left him cold. He would learn to love these grey stones in the same way she had.


This gave him heart. He enjoyed resolutions. Making the rucksack more comfortable on his shoulders, he began to savour the lessening noise of traffic. The car-breeze had dissipated, now that there was only an occasional vehicle crossing over the road on the way to or from Broughton Street. As he approached the first invisible side of the triangle he felt, through the numbness, the light hairs on his forearms rise up. This was accompanied by a light tap-tapping that gathered momentum as it passed up his ribs. It was a peculiar but not unpleasant sensation; he ignored it.


Without a specific plan Magnus was heading for Bellevue, a flat once rented by Claire and now – so he understood – owned by her old flatmate and close friend Isabel. Despite his best intentions the thought of seeing Isabel again, and all the intensity it would require, resumed downward pressure on his morale. The choice was that or the ordeal of his parents: a difficult call. So he decided to prolong his walk and kept going, following a path that he felt would have appealed to Claire in her old city, trying to work out the routes that she must have taken when she lived here. He was guided by half-remembered addresses and street names, the locations of her favourite bars and cafés, the patterns of her work and study. In his mind he visualised the city layout and saw the route-lines burst out from the three points of the triangle, zigzagging, doubling back and taking sudden exits off the map towards unmarked destinations. It started to block his mind. The amount of information contained in a life: just the routes! He felt dizzy. The human brain wasn’t designed for two.


Magnus turned into a small cobbled lane that would provide a short cut towards Northumberland Street and the west side of town. He breathed deeply and heard the echoes of footsteps under the arch: his own, of course. Soon he had passed into the silence of the little mews. It was a peculiar place, tucked away behind the high townhouses, wide streets and tree-locked gardens circled by railings. Here, in this odd city spot, surprisingly intimate like the back of a knee, he found himself having a communion. It felt, for a moment, similar to homecoming. His spirits rose again. Flexing his shoulders under the weight of his rucksack he imagined how these familiar windows and pavements and rooftops would have given Claire a glow of good times past. As he walked he gave up trying to figure out routes and instead just allowed himself to wander, although it felt like he was being led. The roads and houses were magnetised, pushing him one way, pulling him another. It was as if Claire was close by, waiting round a corner or walking down a parallel street; he half expected to see her face in the window of a street-front café or hear her laugh in the echo of a tenement stairwell. He realised that in former visits he had stuck to a narrowly defined set of pathways to which he had paid little attention. This walk was opening his eyes to a different place altogether.


He came to a square called Drummond Place and lingered outside a large townhouse that looked uninhabited. It puzzled him. He had never been here before and its mild dilapidation suggested that it could not have been of relevance to Claire. He passed on until, some time later, he stopped at the top of a downward-sloping street with a dead-end. India Street. Again he felt this was familiar and he walked all the way to the bottom. Outside the last tenement, number fifty-eight, he wondered if one of these flats had been occupied by friends of Claire. He was tempted to press a buzzer at random, and see whether a familiar voice would answer. But the chances were that many of her contemporaries would have moved on by now, surfing the property boom out into the suburbs or countryside. He could see that money had changed the city in the last few years. Flats that were once student accommodation had now been transformed, each black door adorned with brassy nameplates, grand as headstones.


After well over an hour of walking, he was tired. He stepped over to some high iron railings and looked down thirty feet or so, on to Stockbridge. His forehead pressed against the rough metal of the bars. On the other side, below, was busy everyday life. There were shoppers swarming between delicatessens, a few office workers nipping out for coffee. He sighed. More than ever he felt disconnected, deadened, unaligned. Behind a line of smart cars and white vans, a bus came rolling down the hill, its tyres sending a loud rubbery rumble up from the cobbles. Glassily, Magnus watched as it stopped directly below him. Some passengers got off, and another one – Claire – got on.


Hold on. His knuckles went white against the black railings. Hold on. Claire? His dead sister? He strained to get a clearer look: her green beret; her brown handbag; her matching green overcoat with the hem that finished half-way down her calves. But the angle was too tight, and the bus doors shut. He stood back and told himself he was mistaken: Claire was a taxi addict, she never took the bus. Then, realising the absurdity of his last thought, he almost laughed. What, in fact, had he seen? A green beret of the same make. A coincidentally similar handbag. Another girl with her hairstyle from years back. His eyes scanned the dirty windows of the bus as it edged forwards into the traffic. Yes, it was ridiculous, but he wanted a second look all the same. He caught a glimpse of green in one of the near windows. She had sat down half-way along the aisle. Her face was obscured by a film of grime on the glass, but he saw a hand rise to her throat and pluck the skin absentmindedly as she flicked through a magazine with the other.


Claire. Unmistakably, incontrovertibly Claire. The bus began to move. He screamed her name. He saw the fingers halt, saw the head turn. He ran for the steps. He fell down them. The backpack broke the fall. He got up and continued to jump down the steps. He reached the pavement below and charged through the slow-moving crowd, the backpack yanking him left and right, bouncing, barging through the people, whose protests and curses fluttered and petered out behind him. His feet were thumping over the paving slabs, his breath sawed against his throat, and the bus kept going, pulling further away until it was soaked up by the curve. He cut across the road, causing a van to slither messily to a halt. A horn-blast followed, but he kept going, fuelled by adrenaline and a delirious sense of hope. When the bus did stop, too briefly, he was close enough to see that she had not alighted. Those passengers who did glanced at him with aversion and cleared a path as he pounded past. He didn’t have the breath to shout again. It was all he could do to keep the bus in sight.


At the next stop, thank God, she did get off. Nimbly, she hopped down with one hand held up to the side of her face, talking into a mobile perhaps. The movements were Claire’s exactly. He shouted her name again but he was too distant and too breathless. Hurriedly she disappeared into a roadside door. A shop, perhaps? He had her now, he thought triumphantly. His pace slowed to a jog, and he tried to swallow away a thick metallic taste that had formed in his mouth. Soon he drew up outside the door, and paused to catch his breath.


It was a French café with a sunny yellow exterior and a sunflower logo. Through the shifting reflections of traffic against the window, he saw a cake counter, the backs of wicker chairs, a serving hatch. He paused a moment longer to compose himself. As he straightened his clothes he considered again that light step of hers as she hit the pavement. Had Claire in fact ever been that nimble on her feet? Perhaps not. But the plucking of the neck outweighed his doubt. He even felt the beginnings of indignation. If he found Claire in there, calmly drinking cappuccino through a mouthful of chocolate brownie, he was going to kill her. He freed an arm from his backpack, saw that the veins of his hand were purple with pumping blood, and pushed open the door. Perversely wanting to extend the uncertainty, he delayed a close look at the clientele until he had closed it. Even then he did not turn round immediately, willing his name to be called from a table, to hear the vaguely mocking, affectionate voice that had featured, as memory testified, in so many important stages of his life. Unsurprisingly, it didn’t come.


Feeling the exhilaration drift away, he cast an eye over the room. It was entirely full of women, mostly prosperous ones, who inspected him with unanimous aversion: the rucksack, sweaty back and roaming eye. It all added up to someone who might want to read out their travel diary. But Claire? A second sweep of the room confirmed, to his disappointment, that the undead were not taking coffee this morning. Unless, of course, she was hiding. The toilet.


He turned to a waitress who was making coffee at the espresso machine. ‘Excuse me, did you see my sister come in here a second ago? Green beret, brown handbag.’


One of the customers at the cake counter glanced at him with distaste, then edged away. The waitress paused in her task, her face uncooperative. He sensed the whole room tuning in.


‘No, I didn’t see anyone. Sorry.’


The room seemed heavy with female hostility, unless he was imagining it. The waitress turned back to the coffee machine. But he wasn’t going to leave before he had seen who was in the ladies’ cloakroom. Defying the vibe, he took a seat at the only empty table, which was between the kitchen door and the coat-rack, where some shopping-bags had been left. How convenient: he could stash his rucksack there. But then he noticed that conversation had died: the clientele were nervous that he might steal something. Considerately, he moved one seat away from the bags, but two women at the next-door table were still staring at something. He followed the direction of their gazes. The soiled rucksack, a cherished relic from his year off ten years before, had fallen against and was slowly flattening a costly looking shopping-bag with string handles. The other bags gave the impression of pretending not to notice. Sighing, Magnus got up, dragged his offending possession upright again, and winked in the direction of the women, whose chairlegs clucked in disapproval. The waitress had arrived. ‘What do you want?’ she asked impatiently.


Magnus could not help but notice that he failed to inspire respect in serving staff, these days. She had a pretty downward-turning mouth and fascinating nostrils, although that might have been because her nose was stuck in the air. Magnus cleared his throat, aware of not having used his vocal cords more than once since Jan Smuts airport. ‘I’d like a coffee, please.’


She didn’t write anything on her pad. ‘What kind of coffee?’


‘Um. White?’


She responded to his smile by giving the polite impression that he had mistaken her for someone else, someone known to interact with eighties hairstyles. Nevertheless his request was accepted and she went off in the direction of the coffee machine. Magnus reclined in the creaking chair and winced. His back hurt. The rucksack was partly responsible, but the throbbing seemed more diffuse. He rubbed his lower spine and watched the waitress serve another customer a carry-out coffee. Then he coughed, causing one of the two women at the nearby table to glance at him in irritation, as if he was somehow spoiling their conversation about a coming bank holiday in the country. He glanced once more towards the ladies’ toilet, whose door was firmly shut.


The waitress returned with his order but without eye-contact. When had he ever inspired such high levels of dislike? Perhaps they could sniff the grief on his breath. Maybe he had given away his suspicion that they weren’t quite operating in his dimension. They probably thought he was mad. Magnus smiled softly to himself and lifted the hot cup of coffee. The numbness meant that he had to be careful not to scald himself or pour the beverage down his chin, so he sipped it gingerly, as if he was fresh from the dentist’s chair. Despite these precautions, however, the coffee splashed and he put a hand to his mouth with a gasp. He stayed that way for several seconds, eyes wide, face slightly flushed. Then his fingers moved. He patted his face, touched his ears, tugged his eyebrows. His eyes dropped to the cup, which he lifted slowly, dripping, to take another sip. The crockery was hot on his lower lip, the coffee smoky in its flavour, the milk, he could distinctly taste, full fat. He looked around him, at the ladies who, with their peripheral vision, were keeping him under close surveillance.


He grinned. He laughed out loud. He put down the cup once more and pinched his own cheeks, overcome with the joy of reunion. His face had come back to him. He could taste, he could feel! But when had this happened? Had it been the jolt of seeing Claire again? What the hell? He was himself again. Relief and pleasure flowed through him and he was overwhelmed by an urge to share his good fortune. If only these people knew how precious were the small physical things. He longed to tell them that his numbness had gone, that he had edged that precious half-inch to the right, back into alignment with the rest of the world. With his sense of taste restored, he realised that he was starving. Scones all round!


But no, he mustn’t scare anyone. Nor must he assume that his recovery was permanent. Perception played funny tricks. What if, for instance, they had all moved to the left? That would mean he had not returned to normal at all. Instead the whole world might have abandoned the rules of normal existence, and the dead were rising up and using the buses. For reassurance, he dipped a finger in the coffee and burned himself.


Then he heard the soft click of the toilet door. A tremor passed through him. He gripped the side of the table and turned to stare. It swung open. A woman stepped out, dark-haired, middle-aged, in a suit. Obviously she wasn’t Claire, or even a lookalike. Which left the question unresolved. Either he had hallucinated Claire, or Claire was actually alive, or she had somehow escaped through a back exit. Either way it was too late. She was gone. The woman returned to her table on the far side of the room, where her business colleague was waiting with agenda and pen.


He started to cry. For the first time since the news, the reality of his loss struck home with full force. His numbness had been a protection as well as a curse. Pain pressed cruelly against his temples and drove sour tears from his eyes. He was alive and Claire was dead. It seemed very unfair.


‘Excuse me,’ someone said.


Having hidden his face with a hand he did not notice immediately that the waitress had arrived at his table. He glanced up, hand still shielding his eyes, as if against the sun. She was standing calmly in front of him.


‘Excuse me, but you have to leave.’


He wiped his eyes and saw the wetness of the tears in his hands. They seemed shameful and dirty in this puritanically genteel place, worse than snot. He looked up at the waitress. ‘Sorry. Someone died recently. I thought I was okay.’


She raised a sceptical eyebrow and glanced in the direction of the two women nearby. It was a shock. He had not expected her to care particularly, but he did assume someone might believe him.


‘You’ve got to go.’


He blinked and looked round for his rucksack. ‘Okay. Just give me a minute.’


She did not move initially. ‘Right. One minute from now.’ Then she returned to the counter and exchanged a couple of words with her colleague. Both of them looked in his direction and went back to work.


Magnus decided to leave the rest of his coffee and reached for his rucksack.


From the corner of his eye a girl passed by the café window and entered, panting slightly. She wore simple functional clothes: jeans, a top. She had small Saxon lips and wide-set brown eyes, which she used to smile at him, before turning towards the counter. He knew it was meaningless but nevertheless it had arrived at a vulnerable moment, and he felt immensely grateful. Her hair was straight and quite short, tucked thoughtlessly behind her ears. With that hale figure and fresh open face he could imagine her Digging for Victory and travelling by bicycle. She looked so wholesome. He wondered what she was doing in twenty-first-century Edinburgh when she ought to have been organising a picnic in rural surroundings. But for all her old-fashioned prettiness he admired the quickness of her glance, her busyness, particularly in this conceited coffee enclave. She ordered a cappuccino to take away. Mid-twenties, he guessed. A trainee vet?


His dazed admiration of the young woman was cut short when the colours in the room suddenly intensified and he felt a tension in his stomach. He thought he might faint. Numbness had given way to hypersensitivity, panic even. It triggered a hypochondriac chain reaction that, in the space of less than a second, linked this latest symptom with his earlier back pain and from there to a range of potentially fatal African ailments whose highlights were cerebral malaria and one of the flesh-eating diseases. However, without either a temperature or holes appearing in his body, he had to consider the possibility that he was merely exhausted. His heartbeat settled down and his gaze returned to the woman who was now paying at the till. Or could it perhaps have been an emotion? He had heard of love at first sight but he had no idea whether it was normal to suffer such extreme symptoms.


He halted his feverish train of thought. His emotions were all over the place. It wasn’t love. He might still have a girlfriend, if Felicity changed her mind. Plus his hands were shaking and the blood seemed to have drained from his face. Physically it felt more like anger. He hazarded that it might be delayed indignation at the way he had been spoken to by the waitress. Either way it seemed that his claims to normality were still a little premature. He reminded himself to try Felicity again or, failing that, one of their friends.


However, he had to acknowledge that the Land Girl’s sympathetic smile made him feel better. Was there any reason, he asked himself, why he shouldn’t simply go up there and start a conversation? His minute was nearly up after all. Once again his heart began to gallop and a flush returned to his cheeks. Unclear whether this was a good or bad sign, he grabbed his rucksack, rose and prepared a set of friendly wrinkles on his brow. Unfortunately his foot had become twined in the seat leg and he found himself hauling the chair around the table while frantically hopping. By the time he had unknotted himself the girl had shot out of the door. Maybe that was fate telling him she was not for him. Fate, or something like it. The two women at the near table had looks of open contempt on their faces. Disappointed, he went over to the till and set about convincing himself that this missed opportunity would all turn out for the best. He was in mourning, after all, and in no fit state to make new friends.


Isabel’s was the only place he had to go. She would understand. But first he would have to buy some clean clothes. He looked at his trousers. Now, those might explain the reception he had been given. They were wrinkled, travel-stained, sweaty. Having once declared that clothes didn’t matter, he now suspected otherwise. If only he had been born with the sixth sense, dress. Realising that the waitress was itching to get him out of the door, he paid and she dropped the change into his palm at arm’s length.


Magnus came out of the café, the rucksack growing heavier by the minute, and located the nearest clothes shop, which he entered, nervously fingering his sheafless wallet. A man who disliked shopping in all its forms, but particularly clothes shopping, he was determined to minimise the trauma of this transaction. Speed was key. He shut the door with a ding and sensed, to his right, the presence of an assistant. He also sensed, to his dismay, the presence of designer clothing. Normally at this point Magnus would slowly reverse out of the establishment, but this time he held firm. By now the shop assistant had unfurled from behind the cash till, and Magnus was already striding smartly along the racks. Imperiously, he pulled out a garment for closer inspection, feeling, however, like an illiterate pretending to browse in a bookshop. Despite his best efforts the assistant’s approach filled him with panic. He hated being watched as he went through the highly private process of gauging the absurdity of his appearance in a mirror. He also suspected that all shop assistants had a structural contempt for their customers and were constantly casting judgement on their vanity and ugliness. While pretending to inspect a pair of trousers whose colour he barely registered, he felt a growing conviction that he was not worthy of such clothes. He imagined that other pedestrians would stop and tut disapprovingly to see an expensive pair of trousers gone to waste on someone like him.


‘Can I help at all?’ asked the assistant.


Magnus jumped, even though the question could not be considered particularly surprising. Her smile was unpushy and friendly, but to him it seemed a mere veil for mockery. He defied her. ‘Yes, actually you could. I was looking for trousers.’


She glanced at the pair in his hand then back to him. A playful smile appeared on her lips. ‘How’s your sister?’


Taken by surprise, he merely stared back at her. Not having met this woman in his life, he didn’t want to break the news.


‘She . . . she’s fine,’ he replied, and immediately regretted it. It seemed irresponsible, even dangerous, to deny Claire’s death and encourage his paranoid delusion. No doubt he needed to face facts, stop chasing buses, and repress the urge to stake out ladies’ toilets in coffee shops.


She cocked her head to the side and squinted strangely at him. ‘C. Calder?’


He guessed that Claire must have done some of her clothes shopping here. He nodded. The assistant laughed and clapped her hands. ‘I was right! Sorry, but you do look a bit alike. I wasn’t sure till you picked out the trousers. Pelucci must run in the family.’


He swallowed and looked down at the label on the trousers in his hand. Pelucci. He’d never heard of it. The girl took them from him and glanced at the label. ‘I think you’re more like a thirty-four.’ She went back to the rack and flicked through the hangers. ‘I remember the name from the credit card. Your sister used to come here quite often. We chatted a bit, although she hasn’t been in recently.’


He cleared his throat. ‘That’s because she moved to Africa.’


The girl returned with another pair of the trousers. ‘Really? Try these on. I thought I saw her go past the window the other day. Back on a visit, perhaps.’


‘I don’t think so.’ He took them.


Her own brow furrowed briefly. ‘No? Well, then, maybe not. There’s a cubicle behind you if you’d like to try them on.’


He turned woodenly towards the saloon-bar swinging doors. Was this possible? Of course it was, he told himself, as he entered the small, discreetly perfumed changing room: someone in this town has bought the same beret as Claire. And if this same person tried to shake off a lunatic running behind their bus, it hardly counted as suspicious behaviour. He pulled off his trousers, and stepped into the new ones, not convinced. He noticed irritably that the shop assistant was hovering beyond the door because he could see her shadow through the slats.


‘Are they all right?’ she asked. ‘Don’t worry if they’re a little tight, there’s quite a bit of give.’


It was like sitting in a public toilet and being asked by the attendant how everything was moving along. ‘Fine,’ he replied tolerantly.


‘Shall I pick out a few shirts?’


He hadn’t asked for shirts but he said yes to get her away, and the shadow between the slats disappeared. He zipped and buttoned the trousers. They fitted remarkably well. She must be good, he thought. A shirt flopped over the top of the door, making him jump. He hadn’t noticed her return.


‘The trousers fit fine,’ he said, pulling the shirt down from the door. He looked at it and grimaced slightly: it had high collars and was patterned, just the kind of shirt that Claire had tried to persuade him to buy the last time she dragged him out on a shopping expedition. The kind of shirt that he would have instantly dismissed as loud or too trendy. He tried it on. The shadow was on the slats again but the girl had not said anything. ‘Do you have any jackets?’ he asked, as he buttoned the shirt.


A jacket flipped over immediately, again without a word. He pulled this down too. It was made of soft leather. How funny, he thought. Leather jackets were another thing Claire had failed to persuade him to buy. Too expensive, he had always said, too Hell’s Angels. He shrugged it on and looked once more at the shadow on the door. Then the smile fell from his face. Suddenly he had lost confidence that it was the girl who had handed him these clothes.
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