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For Gilly, my (book) birth partner and the keeper of my secrets.
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PART ONE:


Now






Marianne


Saturday, 11 September 2021


A shadow falls across Marianne’s shoulders. Her toes curl on the cool decking and a shiver crawls down her back. Compared to her Hackney flat, Noah’s Richmond townhouse is a mansion, but it’s this tiny, chilly garden that she loves the most. Walled on all sides and invisible to the neighbours, it’s crammed with an ornate cherry blossom tree planted by his late wife that leaves just enough room for a wooden bench.


She tucks into its corner, lighting her cigarette and looking up at the bare branches. When Marianne first sat out here a few months ago, shaking with guilt and exhilaration after their first night together, the tree was alive with pink blossoms. This morning she had to brush the dead flowers away. Subtle waves of old petals, bunched up like little fists.


As she drags the last lungful of smoke, she allows herself the briefest memory of her and Greg’s last weekend together. Tea, toast, the Observer. No cigarettes, no terrace, nothing new to learn about each other. And no easy chat, no peals of laughter, not like it had been. But under the silence there was still deep affection, a foundation into which they’d both poured years of love and respect.


On the Sunday, they’d eaten a roast dinner, cooked – as always – by Greg.


In their early years he’d cooked so joyfully and she’d eaten so gratefully. But that last time, had she even thanked him?


She can still picture him in their flat, making pastry on Monday evenings. It was a ritual, a leftovers pie made from whatever they hadn’t finished of the Sunday roast. Then what was left of the pie, always too big for two, sliced and frozen. So many Mondays, so many pies that the image is sepia, archetypal rather than specific. But in her most abiding memories of Greg, there he is in their tiny kitchen, flour clinging to his eyebrows and beard, his wedding ring set carefully to the side while he kneads.


She goes inside to find Noah in his kitchen, drinking a protein shake while the coffee pot sits full and steaming for her.


‘OK?’ he asks over his shoulder, lifting a cup down from the cupboard. She nods, then shakes her head, then pads over to hug him from behind. She feels his muscles contract as he pours her a coffee, precise little movements still new to her.


They stay in silence until Noah swallows to break it. ‘It sounds like a cliché,’ he says carefully, ‘but the first anniversary really is the hardest.’ She leans into him more and he carries on softly. ‘It’s not that it ever gets easy, but it does get better.’


She holds him tighter, grateful for the shorthand of the bereaved, no need to add or explain. Unsure she really could.


According to the kitchen clock, it’s just gone eleven thirty. Almost to the minute that a call came through this time last year.


‘Marianne Heywood?’


‘Yes, who’s calling?’


‘I’m a sergeant with the Metropolitan Police. Do you have someone with you?’


She thought her heart would collapse in on itself, right there on the floor of the staffroom.


A year ago today, and already her arms have slipped around another man. Last year, she thought she’d never be ready. And yet these last months, the more time she’s spent here, the more she’s started to picture a whole new life ahead of her. Her things nestling next to Noah’s. New routines. A bedrock of in-jokes and references and memories it took years to build with Greg, is now in its glorious infancy with Noah. But today, she can’t think about that. Today belongs to Greg.


*


Marianne leaves in the late afternoon before Noah’s daughter, Daisy, gets home. For all Marianne’s growing hopes, it’s early days for all of them and she is yet to meet his five-year-old. It’s made easier by her maternal grandparents’ desperation not to lose their only grandchild as well as their daughter. Daisy stays with them every Friday at least, while Noah and Marianne pretend they’re unencumbered lovers, feeling their way in their own time.


‘I wasn’t ready for anyone new until you,’ Noah said, the very first Friday that she stayed over.


‘Neither was I,’ Marianne replied, choosing an easy lie instead of a complex truth.


Now, in the dimming light, Marianne sees her whisked-up reflection in the black curves of her little car. Her curly brown hair hangs wild and unbrushed. Her blue eyes shine back, new lines feathering their edges. Even her leather jacket is battered and scuffed. She licks her finger and wipes the tide marks from under her eyes, then fumbles for her car key.


The front door re-opens and Noah jogs over on the balls of his socked feet. He has a good foot of height over her; his shoulders are probably a foot wider too. A bear of a man. He hugs her tightly and Marianne feels his heart booming through his thin T-shirt. So very alive. ‘I’m here if you need me,’ he says, releasing her and heading back inside. ‘But I won’t pester you.’


The stereo reads 17:37. As she reverses out of Noah’s drive, Marianne tries to picture what she would have been doing at this exact time a year ago. The memory is blank, the black box recorder removed for her own good.


A little after seven, Marianne rattles the door key in the sticky lock and shoves her way into her Hackney flat. After an empty night, it smells like the opposite of life. Not quite death, more like the blank space between the two.


They’d bought this place as a first step on the ladder, seven years ago. The best they could get on their salaries. A teacher and a charity worker, their mortgage broker had audibly sighed. Greg’s parents offered to contribute, but Marianne’s pride shot that idea straight down.


The building had long been converted from a faded Victorian house into an upstairs flat with a separate greasy spoon underneath. After living here for a month, everything they owned smelt like cooking oil. A few months ago, the café was closed down by health inspectors and Marianne found herself missing the distinctive smell. ‘Stockholm Syndrome,’ Greg would have joked. Since the closure, the flat has sat above an empty space, a black hole behind a metal shutter.


A year ago today.


She pulls open Greg’s side of the wardrobe and gingerly takes out his favourite shirt. Sliding it from the hanger, her eyes prickling. She grabs its fabric as though it is flesh and sniffs it deeply, but there is no trace of him now. Just the distant smell of whatever fabric conditioner was on special offer a year ago. It drapes over her as she slips it on, buttoning it carefully. He wasn’t tall, but she’s shrunk since then.


She can’t quite imagine doing this with Noah’s clothes. Not yet. He’s so much bigger, but it’s not that. His world is complete and she is entering it; he is welcoming her in but it is not her world. Marianne and Greg built their world up together; they were a family of two.


She looks in the mirror and wonders what Greg would think if he were standing behind her now. That she’s being indulgent? Disrespectful? Her body is still scented from a night with another man. Or maybe, like her, he would remember how they had been for most of their marriage, until it all started to crumble at the very end.


‘I love you,’ she imagines him saying.


‘Always,’ she replies, into the silence of the flat.


Still wearing the shirt, Marianne struggles to push up the sash kitchen window high enough for her to lean out. The small galley looks out over a jigsaw of other people’s yards but she never sees a soul out there. She smokes fast and deep, blowing plumes across the would-be gardens and away into the scrubby trees.


They had given up smoking together, after they got married. Planning, as newlyweds always do, for forever. Not wanting cigarettes to plant a cancerous bomb in those dreams. It had been easy for Greg, who was never a heavy smoker, but Marianne had resented how hard she’d found it. A personal affront. Even when she’d officially given up, she cracked frequently, ‘borrowing’ cigarettes from friends on rare nights out, begging a smoke from colleagues on difficult days and angrily buying a contraband pack of ten from the local shop after rare arguments with Greg. Until the last few months of his life when the arguments stopped being rare and the packs became twenty, barely hidden in the airing cupboard.


And then, a year ago today, she’d arrived at the hospital to be bustled into a small room with a ridiculously floral sofa and no smoking signs everywhere she looked.


‘Can I see him?’ she asked.


There was a pause, an intake of air. ‘I’m very sorry,’ the doctor began, holding her own hands together in a practised move.


Marianne sat down hard on that ugly sofa, folded in on herself and barely took in a word. When she finally opened her eyes, all she could think was that she needed a cigarette.


She smoked so much that first week that her fingers turned yellow and well-wishers held their breath when they hugged her. Her mother kept opening the windows, letting September winds blow through the flat so that scraps of paper with Greg’s final words fluttered dangerously. Marianne had eventually slammed them shut, screaming god knows what at her mum, pointing to Greg’s notepads and doodles, the little notes and receipts that had previously pissed her off as they clogged up the precious surface area of a ‘bijou’ flat.


Every artefact of life becomes sacrosanct in death.


*


Forever means less to Marianne now and she has no plan for it. She stubs out the cigarette on the concrete windowsill, a satisfying polka dot to add to the rest. She pushes the butt into the overflowing plant pot she once intended to grow something in and tugs the window back down by its flaky frame.


Marianne opens the bare fridge and then teases open the broken door to the freezer compartment. A small space, she’d never really used it herself. It was only when the cover fell off after a particularly hard slam of the fridge door that she saw inside. One piece of Greg’s pie, stuffed there a Monday long ago. Some distant afterthought.


The pie is there still; she takes it out gingerly and holds it like a newborn. A solid piece of proof that he was here, alive once, caring enough to cook for them. Great family meals just for two. Tears fall as she switches the oven on, a musty smell filling the small room. She imagines Greg’s voice: ‘What are you doing to my kitchen, hen?’


‘Sorry,’ Marianne whispers, ‘but if I don’t eat this soon, I’ll have to throw it away.’ She defrosts the pie slowly in the microwave – no going back. You don’t read about this in those leaflets about grief. When is the right time to take a new lover? And when is it OK to eat the last slice of pie?


She lifts it carefully from the plastic tub, notices with a grimace that it’s not just softened and defrosted, the edges have started to bubble. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispers again. It had always been a joke between them, how she was all thumbs in the kitchen. ‘You could burn a boiled egg,’ he used to laugh. ‘You’re the Rambo of cooking.’


She smiles at the memory as she slides the pie on its baking tray into the oven. She hasn’t eaten a proper meal at home in a long time. Still the Rambo of cooking, she tends to buy ready meals, order takeaways or just skip meals rather than bother with proper food. But this is different. She smokes another cigarette while the food cooks and then sets herself a place at the table.


At first, it feels wrong to swallow. As if she’s not eating the last remnants of a homemade pie but eating something of Greg himself. It feels cannibalistic. But soon the familiar flavour and the softness of his pastry, missing for the last year, takes over her senses. She weeps as she swallows the final mouthful. The last of him, gone.


‘I miss you so much,’ she says to the empty plate. ‘I just wish you were here every fucking day.’


She looks at the pile of exercise books on the table and her school-issued laptop, but she knows full well that no work will happen tonight. She’s too full, too sad.


Instead, she will do what she did on their wedding anniversary and Greg’s birthday. What she did on those early widowed nights when the bed seemed so achingly cold and the night so terribly long. And then later when she needed to whip herself with memories, when the bed was still warm from the wrong body.


Tonight she will spend the night drowning herself with everything Greg left behind.


*


For the first few weeks after the funeral, and long before she met Noah, it was just the analogue stuff she sank into. There was plenty of that. The photographs, the little notes from their early days, gifts and clothes. She leafed through Greg’s notepads full of indecipherable doodles and lists, even coating herself in a tiny spritz of his cologne here and there.


Eventually she started to crave more and turned to the digital remains. And, god, was there a lot. She’d sat on their bed with her laptop burning her legs, starting with their early email conversations.


Last month, when she’d read everything she could bear to on her own ageing laptop, she opened his.


Tentatively looking through his browser history, wincing at the no-surprises porn, retreating instead to read his emails from their early days, like the announcement to his mum that he’d met a girl. ‘She’s called Marianne and she’s a teacher. I think you’ll like her.’ Wrong, as it turned out, but Marianne admired his optimism. Greg’s mum had always expected him to come home once he’d ‘got London out of his system’, but Marianne had stuck a spanner in that plan. Never mind that she would have happily considered moving above the border; Greg was always adamant he didn’t want to return to Scotland. But it was Marianne who got the blame.


She’d rifled cautiously, more through fear than respect, and when his laptop battery ran out, breaking the spell, she was relieved. But she’s here again, as she knew she would be.


Marianne would once have assumed this kind of thing was normal. At the bereavement group that she used to go to, plenty of the ‘left behind’ had also become archivists, talking about the love letters and mementos that they would grab first in a fire. Some even brought along the last Christmas card or the first Valentine, clutching them nervously as they spoke. But she’d recently asked Noah if he spent time looking through his wife’s old emails and files, reading her letters and diaries. They’d been lying on his bed, still clothed and holding hands. How had they even got into the position? She can’t remember now but they were basking in each other, sharing secrets and talking urgently.


‘Do you look through Louise’s things?’ she’d asked and he’d propped himself up onto his side.


‘What do you mean?’ he said. ‘I sorted her clothes out and—’


‘No,’ Marianne pressed. ‘I mean, do you look through stuff she didn’t show you when she was here? Letters and emails and …’ Her voice fell away. The look on his face had nearly stopped her heart with shame. She didn’t mention it again.


Greg’s laptop sits on the table in front of her now. Lumpen. Out of charge. Covered in tides of dust. She uncoils the cable, plugs it in and opens it up. Some of the keys have been rubbed clear of symbols so she feels for the ‘on’ button as if she’s reading braille. A little light blinks and the machine whirrs lazily awake as she opens a bottle of Pinot Noir.


The screen finally comes alive with a freeze frame from last time. And so she pours a glass of wine, taps a Gauloise from the pack and brings the flame close to her face.


*


They met in July 2013. Greg newly arrived from his native Scotland, where he’d drifted for a few years after finishing his geography degree. Marianne, an émigrée to the East End from South London and from Devon before that. She’d arrived in a hurry. He’d taken his time. They met in the middle on the number forty-eight bus one boozy Friday evening.


That summer in the city. Both mid-twenties. Lives barely begun.


They’d swapped numbers and she’d woken the next morning to three messages. The first, asking if she’d like to see the Tate Modern’s exhibition of street art. The second, apologising for being presumptuous. ‘I completely understand’, he’d written, ‘if you woke up and regretted giving your number to some strange man.’ And then a third. ‘Oh god, I sound like a nutter. I realise this is the third text I’ve sent. Can I start again? I’d love to meet up some time, at your convenience, but no worries if you’re not up for it. Yours, Greg.’


It was the sign-off that did it.


They’d previously met drunk, her recollection of his face blurred at the edges, the details smudged. The man waiting outside the gallery had a sharp nose and high cheekbones. Out of his bus seat, he was around five foot nine, slim but muscular.


He wore a white T-shirt and dark blue jeans. He’d trimmed his beard but still looked like a man who lived in the woods. She wore a blue 1950s rockabilly dress, hair carefully coiled into victory rolls and held in place with pins. Heels to make her feel taller. It was, she realised immediately, too much.


As they left the gallery, Greg let out a long sigh. ‘I didn’t understand any of that. Do you want to get a beer?’


‘I would really love a beer,’ she said, unpinning her hair and shaking it out as they walked.


The day turned into evening as they shared a basket of chips and clinked beer bottles. Sitting on the concrete overlooking Bankside Pier and wrapping each other in stories. This is who I am. This is who I am. All those words, long lost to the evening sunshine. There were always going to be more words, so she barely bothered to remember.


And then they slid slowly, comfortably, into constant communication. Phone calls at night and emails by day. Hers sent in bursts around lessons; his scattergun and frequent. She pictures him back then, sharing his every thought as he had it. ‘You have no inner monologue,’ she used to say.


‘You should be grateful you get to receive such a waterfall of wisdom,’ he’d reply in his soft, staccato Scots. When had the waterfall dried up? Last year. But it had slowed to a trickle before that.


At first, they met on scheduled dates. Cheap dinners with vouchers, too skint to hide it. Films at the Troxy, smuggling in pick ’n’ mix from a nearby shop.


Between those moments in the flesh, more words. Strings and strings of emails. Re. Re. Re. Re. Re. Re. Re. Re. Never ending. Until they did.


*


Tonight, of course, there’s nothing new in his sent items and that is as painful as ever. She clears the spam, unsubscribes from a few more straggling newsletters. It’s like gardening, ripping out the weeds. Widow’s work.


Her favourite ‘sent item’ was the first time Greg told her he loved her. ‘By email? How very Noughties,’ her colleague Clare had joked. But it wasn’t high tech, it was low confidence.


She searches for it now, opening sent items and typing ‘love’ in the search bar. There are hundreds of results, of course. She takes a swig of wine, switches to sort ‘oldest’ first, then sits back in surprise. Jenna. Of course. His account predates Marianne by several years but it’s still a slap in the face to see all these emails.


Jenna. The one that got away. She takes a breath and clicks in to the first email containing ‘love’ that he sent his ex-girlfriend. The ‘I love you’ is just there amongst general chit-chat. Of course, he opened this email account when they’d been going out for years. He and Jenna had got together during their Highers.


She clicks out and into the next and the next.


The conversations here are briefer than Greg and Marianne’s. Jenna the intrepid solicitor, a really modern girl. Stop it, it doesn’t matter now. She searches for all emails to and from ‘Jenna Fairbarn’. Seeing snipey emails from the bitter end would be easier on the heart. Marianne can see already from the subject lines that their relationship had dissolved into accusations and nit-picking. She clicks into one where Jenna is dressing Greg down for forgetting to leave the ten pounds that he owed her. And another where Greg has emailed Jenna to try to explain, clumsily, what he actually meant the previous night when she had ‘done your legal bit at me instead of letting me talk’. Greg was always more comfortable with emails than text messages, a hangover from the days of 140-character limits. ‘I have too much to say,’ he’d laugh. There is even the odd email from Greg to Jenna sent after he met Marianne. A vague and half-arsed attempt at staying friends. ‘Just checking in!’


The emails had long stopped by the time Marianne and Greg married. All except one. Marianne blinks and takes a thick swig of wine. There is an email to Jenna sent just days before he died but ‘archived’, so she hadn’t seen it before. It was only unearthed through searching. The subject line reads: ‘I need you.’


Jenna,


Can we meet? I can come to you? Or we can talk on the phone. I know a lot of time has passed but I’m begging you, please don’t turn your back on me.


Greg xxx


She can find no reply in his inbox. She checks the archive – nothing. Deleted items then? It’s empty. Picked clean before he died. Did he do that to delete Jenna’s response?


Outside, the night sky has turned navy, the street below quiet.


‘I need you.’


I needed you, Greg.


Still she stares, reading it again and again.


Stung, Marianne considers tracking Jenna down. Calling her, screaming at her even. But Jenna hadn’t even replied and mustn’t she be grieving too? She must have found out about Greg’s death – they both came from the same small town. Maybe she’d decided to ignore the email, not feeling the same pull to Greg that he obviously felt to her. And now she has to live with that. Besides, it’s too late for that kind of call. It’s too dark and she’s too frayed with wine.


Three kisses, though, just like in the other ‘Jenna’ correspondence, instead of the customary two that Marianne and Greg had somehow settled on, wordlessly. Could he have met Jenna and started a very brief affair? Or did he just want to cheat on Marianne?


Begging and desperate for the one who got away, years after he’d last seen her? How could he? In those last days of his life, why was he preoccupied with his ex-girlfriend from a million years ago? She would never have expected this from Greg. Principled, relentlessly good Greg. But then, he had already started to withdraw at that point, so who knew?


Marianne rubs her hands over her face and clicks through the mess of folders cluttering up his desktop. Looking for what, she’s not sure. Photos of Jenna? Plans to divorce? She doesn’t know, but in lieu of anything else to do, she picks up pace, feverishly looking under pixelated rocks.


And then she sees it.


Not a photo of Jenna. Not a love letter.


An icon. A name.


What the fuck?


She wouldn’t even know what it was if she hadn’t heard a group of Year 12 pupils talking about it at school. About the depravity. About how everything, anything, is available.


Bragging, really. Lying, probably.


It’s a browser but not like the one she’s been using. A different animal altogether. A wormhole to the dark and dirty place beneath the normal internet. An illegal place, filled with the worst of everything and where anything is available for a price.


Before he died, she realises with a sudden punch to her gut, Greg hadn’t just been emailing his ex, he had been accessing the dark web.





Marianne


It has become dark so quickly that the screen in front of Marianne is lit up like a fire. She leans back in her chair, her shoulders stiff and tight. She blinks, as if a quick slice with her eyelids will wipe away the scene. But of course it doesn’t. Marianne is still in the flat, at their table for two. The bottle of red in front of her is empty and her ashtray overflows with little grey caterpillars. And on the screen, an icon for a dark web browser sits where Greg tucked it, hidden away from her eyes.


What do I do?


Unable to process the discovery, instead she carries the ashtray into the kitchen and dumps the contents in the bin. A stale cloud rushes up at her.


Clumsily, she rinses a layer of dust from a single heavy glass tumbler that’s been unused for a long time. She has to clamber onto the sideboard to grasp the near-empty bottle of Macallan.


‘You can take the boy out of Scotland,’ he’d say, late at night, then fall asleep after two soft sips while she was still brushing her teeth. The bottle was a gift from her father-in-law to his only son, the Christmas before Greg died. He received one every year and spent the next twelve months slowly finishing it.


Her fingers tremble as she lights another Gauloise and sucks it deeply. Then she takes a sip. She sits back down with a thud, takes another slug of whisky and winces. She stares for a moment as her pale fingers wind around the slim white cigarette as if they belong to someone else.


Somehow, it’s nearly eleven at night. Where has the time gone? She should focus on the here and now and close this old laptop down. Maybe even wipe its contents or throw it away.


The thought of destroying everything that’s left on here sends her heart racing even harder. But why was he going to that place, and why didn’t she know? Could this be connected to Jenna? Some kind of sick obsession that united them?


A creeping fear closes in on her. She’d found porn on his computer last time she went grief-snooping, of course she had. Tell-tale links in his search history, links she didn’t need to click on to understand. Nothing weird, though; nothing you’d need to go to the dark web to find.


And, yes, over the years they’d definitely cooled from the feverish, intensely physical early years into something more comfortable, less frequent. They were both so busy and Greg was so stressed. If anything, it was her who was frustrated and occasionally found herself climbing the walls, missing passion and human touch.


What more did he want that Marianne or videos of random glistening bodies weren’t able to provide?


She closes her eyes; thoughts of skin and metal, of blood and fear race across her mind. She doesn’t even know what she’s trying not to imagine.


Some things are better left unseen.


But her heart just hammers harder. She opens her eyes and it’s still there. This little icon, winking at her like Alice’s white rabbit.


Marianne staggers through to the kitchen, pouring the last from the whisky bottle into her glass. She cracks her knuckles, releasing a burst of pressure, and then pulls a fresh carton of cigarettes from the cupboard where food used to be kept.


She lights up and smokes fast, then sits back down, still staring at the screen. The ash spills in knots all over the table as her hands tremble.


Fuck it.


Marianne clicks on the icon and holds her breath.


*


It takes far longer than a normal browser to open, so long she thinks it might not work, but then finally it appears. At first it looks familiar. A recognisable browser frame around four tabs open already – presumably from the last time he logged on.


She clicks through them. The first one is an email service she’s never heard of. There’s no pre-filled information, no way to log in. She tries his usual usernames and passwords, but the site does not yield.


So he had a secret email address.


She clicks on, dreading how much worse this could get, the pastry and wine sitting heavily in her stomach. The next tab is filled with chaos. It takes a while to make sense of what she’s seeing.


It’s not a page of horrific porn at least. Instead, it’s rather like an old-fashioned-looking forum divided into sub-forums. She scrolls down carefully. It appears to be some kind of marketplace, with each sub-forum offering a different speciality. Guns, pharmaceuticals, hardcore porn of every flavour, even snuff films. The kind of stuff she’d heard the Year 12s joking about. She’d thought they were exaggerating. It can’t be real, surely?


Why were you here, Greg?


She stares at the marketplace and tries to make sense of it. Alongside the sale links, it’s full of weird lingo, disgusting pictures and gifs. Plus a hodgepodge of inane topics, grim rambling and braggadocio.


And so much of the content shared here seems to be cruel. Greg worked with victims of human trafficking, he helped desperate people access help. He may have been quick to temper in his final months but he was kind and good. He was not the sort of person who would find this entertaining. But then Greg hadn’t seemed the type to keep secrets from her, or to know how to use the dark web. He didn’t seem the type to contact his ex in a fit of pique, but he did.


I’m begging you, please don’t turn your back on me.


When Marianne and Greg first met, he worked for an animal charity. He’d turn up on dates with little ribbons of fur on his trousers from the fluffy visitors to the office.


People were who he always wanted to help, though; he’d told her that on their very first date, squinting into the sun overlooking the Thames. People who’d been treated like animals, modern-day slaves.


But when he finally got a role at the small charity Hidden Humans after a few years, he became more serious, more troubled. Every week there were more people he hadn’t been able to help as much as he’d wanted, vulnerable people who’d slipped through his fingers and back into the world of cash landlords and paperless jobs – at best. The boomerang back to exploitation was an ever-present risk, even for those who had got out before.


He gave it his all. Turned himself inside out trying to do more and more. Their last holiday, the summer before he died, she’d read thrillers by the pool and knocked back Aperol Spritzes until her head swam. He’d paced around and struggled to relax. He’d been stressed, wondering aloud how long he could keep doing such a thankless, frustrating job. The relentlessness, the sheer numbers in need, had crushed him. He was a rescuer, a doer. In the thick Italian heat, he’d spent his time scooping tiny frogs from the pool and setting them free, while she’d watched from behind her sunglasses. There were more little kickers churned in the filter than he could possibly have saved.


How could that Greg have laughed at jokes like the ones she can see right now? How could he have spent time somewhere that offers access to watch live executions?


Then she sees it. Now it starts to make sense. A sub-forum all about buying people. Women, mostly. Available to the highest bidder. No photos, just physical measurements and a ‘guarantee’ of clean health.


Oh Greg. Ever the Good Samaritan, he must have come looking for people who’d slipped away, back to black. She wonders if he ever saved anyone here. Ever disrupted anything. If any of these ads are even real. He never told her anything about this place, never so much as hinted. She often joked that he never stopped talking, always one silly monologue going on. But actually, about the serious stuff, he kept mum.


She clicks away to the next tab, guilty that she’d thought the worst.


It’s another chat forum but far more basic, less busy. A meeting point for activists by the looks of it. Others like him, big hearts and wide eyes. Is that fair? For all his naivety, Greg wasn’t so blithely trusting. He didn’t even talk about this place. Or maybe he just didn’t trust me.


She thinks again of his email to Jenna, an ache building behind her breast.


Unlike on the other tabs, here she can click back and retrace Greg’s steps. She clicks once. The site churns so slowly she imagines hearing cogs turning. Everything is so much slower down here, in this cesspit of a place. Eventually the screen comes alive again.


The subject of the post reads: ASSASSIN SUPERMARKET HACKED.


She reads on to the main body of the post, disbelieving and confused:


Usual hoax caveats but apparently someone’s hacked the database of the Assassin Supermarket and you can search for anyone with a price on their head.


Worth checking to see if any of the trafficking bosses are on the list, or anyone else that you’re looking into. Unlikely that any of us will have gained that kind of attention but advise you check anyway.


Here’s the link.


Her gut reaction is that this is a hoax. It looks like a very strange link, even ignoring the extraordinary claims of what will be found there. It’s nothing like normal URLs. An unmemorable spit-up of numbers and letters. She won’t click it. Far too cautious, far too wary of technology, and of dangerous secret places that she doesn’t understand.


Instead, she clicks into the final tab that Greg left open on this browser. And realises that while she would never click on such a link, a link to a supposed hit-list database, Greg did. Because it’s right here in front of her eyes.


*


The site is misleadingly simple for something that deals with death. Roughly chucked together with a search box. It looks like it was created by a child.


‘Want to know if you’re on a hit list?’ It says. ‘Search your name here.’


There is no back or forward arrow here so she cannot see who Greg searched for. Presumably the names of traffickers, perhaps other activists. Did he look for himself? Should he have looked for himself? Did he make any enemies while he was rummaging around down here, trailing god knows what and god knows who?


For a year, Marianne believed without question that Greg died in an accident. But what if …?


She’s tapping the keys before she can stop herself. Surely he wasn’t killed, surely not. But … but. The cursor seems to judder away from her as she types and she wonders if it’s the whisky or the website.


Gregory Darrow.


Enter.


Nothing happens for a moment and then the site wheezes into action and a line of text appears above the search box.


No results. Try again.


She tries: Greg Darrow.


Enter.


No results. Try again.


She exhales. Greg was knocked off his bike on a busy London road not far from here, the thirteenth cyclist to die in the city that year. A classic hit-and-run. He was a mild-mannered man who was liked by everyone he met. Yes, he could stretch his remit at work and go above and beyond to help those who needed it. But that meant lending people his own money or going on protest marches; maybe it meant trying to track ex-clients down through this kind of back channel, but not putting himself in the sights of a fucking assassin.


What is wrong with me?


Of course his bloody name wasn’t on here. He was the victim of a tragic accident and now she’s the victim of a stupid hoax.


As if to prove it to herself, she types again.


Marianne Heywood.


Enter.


Again, nothing happens. She blinks slowly and breathes deeply, deciding in that moment never to come to this terrible place again. Whatever Greg was trying to do down here was his world, not hers. And it was his business, his possibly ham-fisted methods for making the world a better place. And it’s the world’s loss, and hers, that he’s gone. She will file this place away with his grovelling message to Jenna and instead think only of the good times. To mourn the best of him and bury the questions because there’s no one here to answer them.


The page changes.


Search results: Marianne Heywood, Hackney, date of birth: 7 August 1987.


Next to this sits a tiny greyscale photograph of her face.


A line of text appears above the results with a skull emoji on either side: Congratulations, someone wants you dead.





Sam


I can smell the last dinner that he cooked as I tread carefully through his kitchen in the darkness, twisting this way and that to avoid corners. It smells like a fry-up, a breakfast to prepare him for the upside-down schedule of a night shift.


I cover my nose and breathe silently.


Even if I didn’t know for sure, I could tell as soon as I slipped inside that there isn’t a living soul in here. The air feels unbroken. No one else’s breath, no other body heat but mine. He’s deep in the warehouse at a DIY store now – a waste of his talents but the best place for him. Away from the public.


I keep the lights off. No need for a curious neighbour to get involved. I’m through the hallway and up the stairs in seconds. I know my way around from my last visit, and I’ve spent hours with my eyes closed, walking this route in my head, preparing. There can be no room for error. I’m not getting caught for this one, not for a man like him.


His office door is open, his computer screen now dull and grey. I don’t need to see what’s on there, I know very well.


I tread lightly into his bedroom. His bed is unmade and it stinks of his body. As before, his prescription sleeping pills are on the side table. I slide out an unused sheet and pop out the twelve pills, cradling them in one gloved palm as I slip the empty foil into my back pocket with the other hand.


I place four pills in the small glass of water next to his bed, swirling the liquid carefully. They’ll dissolve by the time he crawls under the covers, hopefully too exhausted to refresh the glass before taking a sip. And one sip should be enough to keep him asleep while the next part of the process kicks in.


Back downstairs, I place another four pills in the open and nearly finished bottle of red wine that sits next to the hob – a back-up. The final four plop noisily into the open pint of milk inside the fridge door. Some people like a milky drink before bed, especially those with sleep issues. The smell of food rushes out at me and I screw back the lid and shut the door quickly, my stomach curdling. Other people’s food turns me inside out.


The first part of the job is done now. One way or another, he’ll sleep for long enough to ensure the second part will work.


I’m back up the stairs in seconds, silent on soft, clean socks. I don’t need to check the floor plan on my phone. I know precisely where to find everything. I’ve done this part so many times in my mind that I had to remind myself on the drive over that this assignment has not been fulfilled. Wishful thinking, perhaps.


I tease the boiler cover open and unfurl my set of tools.


When the job is done, I take the final photo and upload it. Proof of the penultimate task’s completion. I allow myself the slightest smile as I pass the target’s office and head back down the stairs.


Then I pull up my mask, lower my hood, slip my boots back on and leave the way I came in.





Marianne


Marianne sits frozen in her chair, head grinding into the back of it as if she’s chained into a wild fairground ride.


Her flat is all shadows, there’s just a pale blue light seeping out from the laptop’s screen. Outside, someone shrieks. Moments later there is an eruption of laughter.


Heart still thundering, she looks again. It really is her name. And her suburb. Her date of birth. Her face. On a fucking hit list!


Marianne squints at herself, her expression frozen in monochrome. In the pale light, she touches her real flesh, feels the contours of her face as she stares at the tiny facsimile on the screen. When was this photo taken? Her hair is tied back, as it often is for work, and she isn’t looking directly at the camera. It could easily be from CCTV, cropped from a group photo on her school’s website. Uploaded as one of hundreds on Facebook.


She feels a bead of sweat run down her back, despite the chill.


Who else is on there? She remembers a news story a few years ago about a dating website for married people looking for affairs. It was hacked. The names and email addresses of every member uploaded to a website and searchable – even now – by any concerned spouse. There are apparently thousands of names and email addresses on there, real people’s indiscretions preserved forever. A catacomb of shame. But affairs are one thing; being placed on a hit list is quite another.


She clicks the back button, returns to the first page, then back again, but nothing happens. She clicks to the other tab, the one where Greg read about this website and clicks back, back, back but it just ends up at the main chat room for activists; there’s no breadcrumb trail that shows what Greg looked at or why.


She’s never felt scared at home before, not here in her nest. Even when one of Greg’s friends made an ill-advised joke about him haunting the place. Now she’s too scared to close her eyes. How is it so dark in here? She rushes from the table and turns on all the lights in the flat, double-locks the door.


If she hadn’t drunk so much, she’d run to her car and fly back to Noah’s. Taxi? No, he has his daughter home now and falling drunk out of an Uber, ranting about dark webs and assassination attempts is not the introduction she wants to make. For everything happening here tonight, that glimmer of a future is worth protecting. She doesn’t want to taint it with this. Whatever this is.


A chill creeps up her neck, the hairs standing up as if sensing she’s being watched. She spins to look behind her but of course no one is there.


Did Greg find me on here? Is that what he found a year ago? Why the fuck didn’t he warn me? And why the fuck would I have a price on my head?


But he couldn’t warn her, of course he couldn’t, because he was knocked off his bike before he had the chance. Maybe he assumed it was a hoax, regretted looking. Maybe he never even searched her name and this is … what? A coincidence?


What the fuck is even real?


She tries to think strategically. To parent herself into some kind of logical next move. What would Noah do? Laugh it off? But Noah wouldn’t look in the first place.


So what should she do? What does one do in a situation like this? Finding yourself listed as a murder target, in a dirty little shithole on the illegal netherworld below the internet?


She clicks back to the initial post about this and reads the replies. Lots of them are disputing the claim of hacking, most of them are calling anyone who searches their real name a grade A moron (in generally more colourful language). But one reply makes her blood freeze.


‘Don’t do it. Don’t look. Seriously. A guy I used to talk to on here, he found his name on another hit list and went to the cops. Fucking idiot. They laughed him out of the station and the next day he was found with his throat cut.’


This sounds like bullshit, but … But. Who might watch her if she went to the station? And if she did, what would the police even do? What would they look into, if she made herself known to them? Would they go through her and Greg’s computers? Her emails? Would they report their findings to the school? They’d have to, wouldn’t they?


And all that for what must be, surely has to be, a hoax.


She shuts everything down. As the light from the screen fades, the room seems to squirm. Her head swims with wine, whisky and what-ifs.


It must be a sick joke. Just a laugh, for someone who finds that kind of thing funny. Not a normal person – one of those trolls who takes pleasure in others’ distress. She has a few of those emerging in her older year groups already. Mostly boys, unsure of how to communicate and of who to be – and latching on to the wrong role models. One in particular comes to mind, Robbie. So different to his gentle older brother, Marc. The perennial smirk on Robbie’s face telling Marianne that he might know more than he should. About lots of things, including her.


How hard is it to scrape the normal internet for a photo and date of birth? Serve up a result as if someone else has listed her there? It’s probably a basic thing to set up if you’re into that kind of thing.


But why my name and not Greg’s? Surely any name should bring up a result if it’s a prank?


She rubs a hand over her face, scrabbling for logic and reason. No, calm down. Maybe it wouldn’t find Greg because he’s dead. The finality of that sentiment wakes her with a slap.


This just can’t be real. The exhaustion and the whisky have taken her mind. And you’re grieving, a memory of Greg whispers in her ear.


Yes, grieving. A year ago today, and that’s been shoved to one side by the mess of this night. She gets up too fast and the chair tumbles behind her, the noise echoing in the solitude of the flat. She stumbles through to bed, climbing into Greg’s side and wrapping his shirt around her, the sleeves long like a straitjacket.


She pictures him again on that last holiday, crouching over the pool, desperately fishing out the frogs. And the mice in their kitchen, oh god, the mice. She’d wanted to put poison down, to get rid of them as soon as she found their shit amongst the ransacked food. He was aghast and bought humane traps.


They hadn’t worked. Every time he’d pulled one out to check it was empty. ‘Give it time,’ he said.


Then they’d multiplied. Great piles of droppings to wipe out every morning, the shrill crescendo of hungry baby vermin seeping through the skirting board and the hole in the back of the food cupboard.


So she’d covered the hole in the cupboard and blocked the gaps in the skirting while he watched, appalled. ‘It’s poison or starvation,’ she said eventually. ‘You need to deal with problems head on and not leave them for me to handle.’ Did he take her advice too literally?





Sam


I tease out the little tray and switch the SIM cards in my phone. I can do this in my sleep now, my fingers telling me which SIM is which from the subtle scratches and indentations. Around me, people grind their teeth and stare into smartphones as they queue to collect their takeaway coffees and Sunday-morning muffins. So much caffeine and sugar, it’s a wonder the whole coffee shop isn’t vibrating.


As the phone whirrs back to life, I close my eyes. I can’t remember the last unbroken night’s sleep I had, and I can feel exhaustion tugging at my corners.


In my palm, the smooth metal phone vibrates with an encrypted message. The last assignment was a success. Carbon monoxide. A tragic accident. A box ticked. A happy customer.


Now another assignment waits.


I open the file. My face, should anyone look over at my table, is impassive. Bored, even. But the truth has many layers. It’s not exhilaration that is creeping up my spine, it’s more potent and fragile than that. Hope, perhaps. And a foundation of fear, always at the rock bottom of it all is fear. A pulsing fear that keeps me alert.


A waitress brings my coffee and I smile a thanks but she’s already looked away, uninterested. Finally the file opens. I swallow my coffee and scan the details.


Her name is Marianne.





Marianne


Sunday, 12 September 2021


Dead sleep swallows Marianne until the early hours of Sunday, when a throbbing head and squirming guts wake her. She’s startled by the bright light still on in the bedroom, squinting as she hobbles to turn it off. She downs a pint of water, goes to the bathroom, then weaves her way back to bed, avoiding the entrails from last night. Knots of ash, an overnight bag bursting with unwashed clothes, a chair lying on its side.


In bed, she spends a few more hours thrashing around in the gossamer layer between disturbed sleep and semi-consciousness, groaning with her hangover from under the covers and waking for good while the sky is still an ill-formed sludge.


In the dim distance, the sound of Broadway Market drifts through the curtains. In the park over the road, children play wildly, crackling with life. All Marianne can do is lie as still as a corpse.


*


Yesterday when she woke up, she was in Noah’s bed. She’d felt his warmth pressed behind her. His salty smell rising from the duvet that tangled both their legs in the night. They were both half asleep as he pulled her nightdress up. The mid-morning sun drawing a yellow line around the curtains as she pushed against him. Heat, sun, morning salt. She felt something like pleasure. Something like forgetting.


Afterwards, she slid out of bed and his hand caught her wrist, his fingers pushing her skin so hard that white crescents formed. She gasped.


‘Oh god, I’m sorry,’ Noah said, alert then for the first time. ‘I just can’t get enough of you.’ She looked down and smiled, her hair falling like a stage curtain. As she traced a wrinkle in the sheet, an imperfection they’d just made, he pulled her into him. Thick arms like a cartoon sailor. The kind of man she used to laugh at. They used to laugh at. ‘Big as a barrel and thick as a brush,’ Greg would have said. But Noah isn’t thick. And he had kissed her like he could love her. She’d kissed him back in answer, morning breath be damned.


She can see herself loving Noah. And soon. It’s early days, but for all the darkness that led to them being available, time together is like a burst of light. She hopes he feels the same.


*


But now she lies alone, cold and haunted. The whole building is silent but for her. No neighbours on either side; those spaces are weekday offices filled with the crushed dreams of hourly paid temps. Below swells the blackness of a condemned business. The loft above is scattered with spiders and Christmas decorations she’ll never use again. She winces at memories of their last Christmas. She was needlessly tetchy, and refused to go to his parents’ house. Would they ever forgive her for keeping his last Christmas to herself?


And then in the last December gone, her first Christmas without Greg, she’d flown out to her mother’s new house in France. Had spent most of it lying on the spare bed, unable to hold a conversation. She thinks now of Noah. Imagines his thick fingers carefully taping up the presents for Daisy. How will he manage when she’s a teenager, angry and unwinding, demanding and needy all at once? Marianne lets herself hope that she could join in with their family Christmas next year. And then in years to come, perhaps she will help Daisy navigate the horrors of adolescence, girl to girl. Not a replacement for her mum but something close. Maybe, if things work out, Daisy could have a little brother or sister.


If I’m still here.


Congratulations, someone wants you dead.


As a history teacher, death usually arrives in the classroom as a comma, a footnote. Thousands died here, a king died there. It’s as disposable as the biros she chews while the class works quietly. Death was not a part of her life for so long, and then it slammed into her at the same time those wheels slammed into Greg. What end could be planned for her? And why? Especially why?


Marianne has spent a year embroidering a new life. New routines, a new boyfriend. A future. And now death is tapping at her window again. But it can’t be true, surely?


The pulse of her heartbeat drums its way through her brain and her bones. Her stomach growls, only acid and bile left in place of the last piece of sacred pie. Her skin prickles from her scalp to the soles of feet. Every breath is shallow. She didn’t charge her phone last night, too drunk and rattled for normal concerns. She finds it tangled in her covers.


She shivers as she reaches over to plug in her phone, seasick from moving. A text from Jane in Dubai, asking if she wants to talk. A missed call from her mum that she must have slept through. A WhatsApp message from Noah. ‘Thinking of you x.’ It was sent at eleven last night, while she was still crawling down the rabbit hole, yet to reach the end.


On aching legs, Marianne drags herself from the bed and out into the cold morning of the lounge. As she picks up the chair and sits down carefully at the table, her throbbing eyes zone in on Greg’s laptop. Not opening it now seems like the easiest thing in the world. So why couldn’t she have left it alone last night? Other grieving spouses would have left it alone. Noah would have left it alone.


But for Marianne that great ghoulish box has been opened, its hinges bent and lid torn off. Greg was emailing his ex and going on the dark web, in secret. And now she’s been left here by herself to fight whatever is coming, without knowing why it could be coming. Or when. Or if.


And even while she’s having these thoughts, trying to tie things together in some kind of logical bow, a tickertape in her mind is running on loop: ‘This can’t be real, this can’t be real, this can’t be real.’ Because it can’t be real, surely? Normal people don’t end up on hit lists.


*


With the phone still plugged in, she searches for the number of her local police station. Instead, there seems to be a central phone number for non-emergency calls. What’s more of an emergency than death? And yet, to call 999 would seem insane.


She taps in 141 on her keypad first – not sure if that even blocks your number anymore – then adds the rest. She’s placed in a queue, muzak grinding her hungover head.


A woman eventually answers with a gentle Welsh accent as she reads from her script. Finally: ‘And how can we help?’


Marianne swallows. Where to start? ‘It’s about …’


‘Yes?’


‘Well, it’s about a threat to my life.’


‘If you’re in immediate danger, you need to end this call and dial nine—’


‘No, I’m not, I mean, I don’t know when … or if …’


‘Can I take your name and the address where you’re currently situated?’


‘No, I’m sorry, you can’t. I need to be anonymous.’


‘Madam, we can’t help you if we don’t know who you are and it sounds …’


‘Are you recording this?’ Marianne says suddenly.


‘Well, yes, calls can be recorded for training purposes, I did say that at the—’


‘Can you stop recording it?’ What if someone is tracing this? What if someone can hack into these recordings?


‘I can’t control that myself, I’m afraid, but it is only for internal use. Why don’t you tell me why you feel your life is in danger?’


‘OK. This will sound nuts, but I saw something on the dark web. Something that said an assassin’s database had been hacked and you could search it and see if you were on it.’


The woman is silent.


‘And I searched my husband’s name first, he died last year, but he wasn’t on it.’


‘Sorry, are you saying your husband was assassinated?’ There’s a crispness to the voice now.


‘No, my husband was killed in a road accident but I searched my name – and my name was on there.’


‘Your name was on an assassin’s database on the dark web?’ The incredulity is barely disguised. The woman’s voice has grown louder and Marianne imagines colleagues craning their necks to hear.


‘Yes,’ Marianne says. ‘And I don’t know what to do. I’m worried that if I go to the police station, they’ll know and it’ll make it worse.’


‘Who will know?’


‘The assassins.’


‘The assassins,’ the woman repeats.


Marianne ignores her tone. ‘But if I go to the police station, what would happen?’


The woman pauses. ‘Well, they’d take a statement first. Though you would have to give your name to them. And they would take down the details of why you think you’re on an, um, an assassin’s database …’


‘Forget it.’


As Marianne cuts off the call, she hears the tiniest shard of laughter. Because of course this is hilarious. It’s downright absurd.


I must be losing my mind.





Sam


There’s plenty to work with here. A small flat over a disused café. A second-hand car with a poor safety rating for frontal crashes. A teacher who takes the same journey to and from work every weekday. A widow, sleeping alone at the back of the building. I already know more than enough, but in this bone-tired state I can’t get loose or sloppy. I’m too close to the finish line.


Targets are, luckily, just as prone to sloppy moves. Especially the ones who think nothing bad could ever happen to someone like them. Just because it hasn’t so far.


They say the turkey always feels safest right before Christmas.





Marianne


Marianne has hardly lived a controversial life. The standout ‘drama’ of her youth was her father upping sticks and pissing off. Which is about as bog-standard a trauma as you could find. You could probably have skimmed a stone across the beach of her Devon town and hit someone else in the same situation.
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