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    About the Book


    When you know, you know. This is what Gina told friends when she married Rex six months after meeting him. Passionately in love, Gina feels like the luckiest woman on the planet.


    Until Rex vanishes without trace on holiday abroad. Her dream new marriage slipping into nightmare, Gina never wavers in her belief that he’s alive. That she’ll find him. When her frantic search unearths troubling secrets from Rex’s past, Gina begins to question how well she really knows her beloved husband. But sometimes when all seems lost, unexpected, wonderful things are found . . .
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    Prologue


    It was a Sunday and I had plans to be miserable. I would lie in bed, hungover, eating granola out of the packet, watching Grace Kelly in To Catch A Thief and wallowing in the contrast between the glamorous 1950s Riviera and my life in recession-hit Hornsey.


    Ten minutes into the movie, Lucy screeched up outside the flat in her banana yellow Beetle. Muttering something about not letting a man ruin my life and backside – did I know how many calories there were in granola? – she pushed me into her deathtrap of a car and accelerated wildly in the direction of Hampstead’s ladies’ pond, belting out black smoke and ignoring the slamming horns of other drivers.


    Four hours later, having politely refused Lucy’s offer of a lift home, I found myself alone on the Heath, trying to navigate my way to Gospel Oak Tube and not look lost, which I was. The sandals I’d bought a week before in the sales were rubbing up a blister the size of a ten piece coin on my big toe. My sarong slipped around my waist as I walked, exposing a legacy of cheap white wine and take-out eaten with flatmates late at night, consumed to fill the hole that couldn’t be filled. My long red hair – he’d called me ‘Ginge’, the bastard – fell in damp fuzzy ropes around my shoulders.


    As the first hot sunny day of spring is always my cue for dispatching sunglasses – this time by sitting on them by the ladies’ pond – I took the shaded path beneath the rustling plane trees. This led me past a wooden bench where a short, dark-haired man in minimal neon-yellow running Lycra was stretching out his calves and mouthing along to his iPod, which was strapped to a hi-tech contraption on his arm.


    The man was you. (I wouldn’t find out you were listening to Aerosmith until a couple of weeks later, just as well.) Your olive skin was lacquered with a thin sheen of perspiration. Handsome, too. Probably gay, I decided.


    The path twisted away through a shady copse of trees. A white butterfly spiralled up from the gravel path. That butterfly was the very last thing I noticed before someone shoved me hard, really hard, on my upper back. I stumbled forward, arms outstretched. When I looked up someone was sprinting off with my handbag. ‘Hey!’ I shouted weakly, hands on my knees, marvelling that I’d actually been mugged. So this is what it felt like.


    And that’s when you appeared, the man in the neon. I’d never see anyone run so fast. ‘Oi,’ you shouted, speeding after the mugger in a flash of trainer soles.


    ‘Don’t!’ I tried to call after you. Even I didn’t want someone stabbed over a handbag.


    You caught up with the mugger within seconds, yanked the bag out of his grip with one hard tug. He gave you an astonished stare – he could not believe either your speed or audacity – and hammered off down a grassy slope without attempting to grab the bag back.


    ‘Twat!’ you shouted after him, turning to run back to me. ‘You alright?’


    I can remember just feeling embarrassed at that point. Embarrassed for causing a commotion. Embarrassed for making someone rescue my crappy handbag. ‘I’m fine, thank you, thank you.’


    ‘You better sit down.’


    ‘Really, I’m OK.’ But you wouldn’t let me walk off. And the way you said, ‘No, sit down,’ made me do it. Like I owed you that.


    Sitting down, a bit shaky, I looked up and met your eyes properly for the first time. That look, our first proper look, bolted me to the bench. Your eyes were ink-black with dilated pupils, flashing with adrenaline and something else that made me blush volcanically.


    ‘I’m afraid the bushes of Hampstead Heath attract men with a penchant for ladies’ handbags,’ you remarked dryly, confirming your own lack of gayness. I blushed again.


    You asked my name. Gina. You told me yours. Rex. Rex? Like T-Rex, you said. I laughed, forgetting to be embarrassed. You sat down beside me, stretched out your legs. The black hairs were dusted with a fine layer of pollen-like dust from the path. The sun dappled us, dying my hair red again. Locks like a woman from a Rossetti, you observed. (Big improvement on the ‘Collar and cuffs, love?’ leer I was used to.) As we sat there chatting, easy in each other’s company, the Heath seemed saturated with colour and light, sunnier than I’d ever seen it. I noticed things then: the sinews of your thighs; the way your smile started in your eyes before it twitched the corners of your mouth; the lack of a wedding ring on your finger. It was getting later and later, the sun pinking and sinking behind Parliament Hill. I realised I couldn’t sit on that bench much longer without it looking weird, although I didn’t want to leave. My mobile rang. You eyed it combatively, challenging whoever was competing for my attention. I sent my sister to voice mail, thanked you again, got up to go. Not missing a beat, you asked for my number. I gave it to you with a silly girlish giggle, having no idea that you’d phone me twenty minutes later and ask me out to dinner that evening. ‘If you’re sure you’re OK,’ you said gently, resting your pulsing hand on the bare flesh of my shoulder. It released a charge right down my arm. I caught my breath. You grinned.


    We both knew.

  


  
    


    One


    ‘That’s Rex’s bed.’ Jake nods to the narrow bed beneath the window, looks away quickly. Fear smashes across his face like glass.


    The bed is unmade, white sheet yanked back, its sky-blue blanket rumpled. The pillow still has the imprint of your small, round head, a scattering of short, dark hairs. A book, a well-thumbed travel book on North Africa, is on the floor by the bed’s metal legs, next to a half drunk bottle of mineral water. You look like you’ve just popped out for a couple of hours. You’ve gone for a jaunt inland perhaps, or for a run. Not unlike last Easter when you decided to run ten miles of South West coastal path on a whim. Yes, that’s it. In a few hours’ time we will emerge on the other side of this, laugh about it. One day we will bore our grandchildren to death with the anecdote: ‘We’d only been married six months and guess what? Granddaddy Rex gave us a right old fright. He was on holiday with the boys, took his windsurf out early one morning and didn’t come back for hours . . . Oops, sorry kids, I’ve told you this story already, haven’t I?’


    ‘I’m afraid poky doesn’t do it justice.’ Your brother smiles uncertainly; there is a polite stiltedness between us that is at odds with the urgency of the situation.


    I smile back dumbly. The beach cabin is certainly tiny, panelled in varnished marmalade pine with two small gauze-covered windows. A pendant light with a cheap plastic white shade dangles low – even you must have had to duck as you walked beneath it. There are four narrow beds, a small kitchenette area with a minute humming fridge and a navy blue sofa, shiny on the arms. If it weren’t for the thump of heat and tick of insects we could be in a cheap surf shack in Cornwall rather than the southern coast of Spain. Not that you would have been happier in a luxury hotel, double-glazed and air-conditioned. I know this. Your money has bought you the greatest luxury of all, freedom, a chance to slam yourself hard against mother nature. Well, I guess you must be doing that somewhere now for real.


    ‘Don’t worry, I’ve sorted you another cabin.’ Jake pushes his glasses up his sweating nose with his thumb. They sit askew on his face. ‘It’s not far.’


    ‘I’d rather sleep on his bed. If you don’t mind?’


    ‘Not at all.’ Jake looks bemused. ‘But I have to warn you that it’s like sleeping on a plank. Tim talks in his sleep about football. And Raf has the loudest snore known to man.’


    ‘I’m not bothered, really.’ I stare down at the incongruous neon pink nail varnish on my toes, my eyes filling with tears. I don’t say that I cannot face being alone. That it’s far harder to keep it together than I imagined. That a repressed scream sits like a lump in my throat, a large pill swallowed without water.


    Taking off from Gatwick, I’d felt optimistic: our paths were two red dots converging on the electronic map on the back of the plane seat. I was cutting through the sky towards you, getting closer and closer. But now that I am actually here – and you are not – it all feels much more desperate. You are meant to be in Tarifa, too.


    ‘You must be thirsty, Gina. Water?’ Jake walks to the mini fridge – stacked with beer, cheese and not much else, I see – and picks out a beaten-up metal water bottle. I wish I knew him better, not just as your younger half-brother whom we rarely saw. I might be able to gauge more about the severity of the situation then. ‘Cold at least,’ he adds apologetically.


    The water soothes my throat, which is hoarse from trying to cry noiselessly on the plane. (It didn’t work. A handbag-skinned lady wearing leopard print offered me a tissue and said kindly, ‘He’s probably not worth it, you know.’ I didn’t try to explain that my husband had gone missing, it sounded far too implausible. And yes, you’re totally worth it.) Jake watches me drink, eyes shattered by red veins behind boxy tortoiseshell glasses. I’m hit by the injustice that it is you, not him who has disappeared. Apart from the fact that Jake looks so much more like a man who’d get in trouble on a windsurf – or in any water sports, frankly – I know you, the big brother, would be able to find him more easily than he will be able to find you. While you are compact, taut and purposeful, built like a hammer, Jake carries his height with a worryingly relaxed lollop and seems vaguely surprised by the length of his own limbs. You always used to say he is one of those men whose intelligence clouds his common sense.


    ‘Um, hungry?’ he asks, putting the water bottle back in the fridge.


    ‘No, no thanks. I can’t stomach anything.’ The silence stretches between us, swelling with fear and disbelief. What are we doing here? Where are you? My body begins to feel leaden-heavy, like when you pull the plug in the bath but remain in it as the water level drops. I sag to your bed. It is then that I begin to hear the bass of waves beneath the tinny buzz of insects. ‘Is the sea close, Jake?’


    ‘Five minutes.’ He looks at me, slightly baffled. Like there’s been some mistake and I’ve pitched up on the wrong holiday. ‘Would you like to see the beach?’


    ‘I . . . I don’t know.’ The word beach. Sandcastles. Ice creams. Sand between brown toes. You snapping open a beer, congratulating yourself on a windsurf that buffeted you around the crispy edge of Spain for the ride of your life. Yes, that is it. You’ll soon be grovelling to all the people who’ve been up all night looking for you, apologising for the upset you’ve caused. ‘Is it the beach Rex . . .’ I trail off, unable to complete the awful sentence.


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘We don’t need to crack on with the . . . the search?’


    ‘We’re meeting the police in an hour for a quick briefing. There’s not much point in doing more until then.’ Jake’s voice changes to something more officious, more in control, and I wonder if it’s his journalist voice, the one he uses in the newspaper office. ‘The missing person’s report is filed . . .’ He stops, weary of the bureaucracy. ‘Sorry, Gina, the short answer is that we’ve got time to see the beach, if you’d like to, that is.’


    I look at him doubtfully. How can we possibly have time? The first forty-eight hours are critical, I remember reading that in a newspaper once. It’s nudging thirty-four hours now. No one’s found any sign of you, your windsurf, beach bag or phone. You’ve vanished.


    It was six am this morning, already a lifetime ago, when Jake’s phone call woke me in our Marylebone flat. His voice had sounded strangulated, faint, like he was speaking at a distance from the mouthpiece. He told me that the reason I hadn’t been able to get through to you wasn’t because the signal had dropped or because you’d lost your phone – ‘The number you are calling is currently unavailable. Please try again later’ over and over – it was because you’d taken your windsurf out alone yesterday morning at dawn, while the rest of them were sleeping, and not returned. He was so sorry, he had stuttered. They’d all assumed you’d turn up. They didn’t want to worry me unnecessarily.


    ‘Are you saying Rex has disappeared?’ I’d asked with a wary laugh. If this was some stupid blokey stunt I wasn’t going to fall for it. ‘Jake, what the hell’s going on out there?’


    I’d heard muffled voices in the background then, someone saying, ‘Jake, come on.’ ‘Look, Gina, I’ve got to go.’ The voices became more urgent. ‘Wait,’ he said firmly to someone who wasn’t me. ‘Just keep your voices down, will you? I’m speaking to Rex’s wife here.’ I knew then that it was no joke.


    ‘I do think we should go to the beach. It’ll help you get your bearings.’ Jake studies me with a worried expression. ‘If you’re sure you’re up to it? You look kind of pale.’


    ‘I’m always this colour.’


    He flickers a tiny smile, pushes his mop of dirty-blond hair off his face. I notice how it tufts from his head like a schoolboy’s at the back but swings across his glasses at the front, as if he is sporting two different hair types from his crown. ‘Come on then.’


    Shoving my hastily packed bag towards the bed, I step out of the cabin into a whip-crack of early evening heat. Outside the cabin door is a pile of bloke’s holiday paraphernalia – surfboards, a crate full of empty beer bottles, ropey old trainers. The sight of it makes my stomach lurch, like when you’re in a plane and it suddenly loses height. It was only ever meant to be a bloke’s holiday. I follow Jake through the small estate of wooden beach cabins, grubby outdoor showers and sun-yellowed patches of grass. By the gated exit to the site is a small shop selling water, ice cream and loo roll. A guy wearing a red bandana smiles hopefully at Jake. ‘News, bro?’


    Jake shakes his head, puts a hand on my back to steer me quickly past, not wanting us to get sucked into a conversation. We take a scrubby path across the sand made from planks of wood tied together with wire. Grass spikes up between the boards. I slip off my flip-flops and wonder how many times you’ve walked along here too, my bare feet on the same warm planks as yours. Oh, how I wish I could pause you at that exact moment, as your size eight sole hit the wood, press rewind and make everything go backwards five days in superfast speed until the moment we kissed goodbye on the doorstep outside our flat. When things were normal.


    ‘OK?’ Jake is sweating profusely beneath his mop of hair.


    I nod. My mouth tastes of copper coins. Fear is clawing at my belly. I’m scared of seeing the sea. But I know that I must be brave. If I went missing, you’d be able to find me in minutes from the other side of the world. I must help find you.


    ‘Not far now.’


    The path’s incline is steep. The sun’s rays pierce through the light seersucker cotton of my blouse to my skin beneath. Even at this hour, I feel like I’m burning up. At the top of the dune is a sweeping panorama of sea and sand, buffeted by a salty wind, seagulls screaming as they pitch its thermals. The beach is bleached and sculpted like the bottom of the seabed. The sea meets its gentle slopes with fury. I’m shocked by the way it broils, the waters of the Atlantic and the Med smashing together to create huge swells and towering walls of waves that crash and foam towards the shore, tossing surfers around like matchstick men. ‘Bloody hell. Is it always this rough?’


    ‘This isn’t rough,’ replies Jake.


    ‘Oh.’ I pinch and roll my lips with my fingers anxiously, staring out at the kite surfers. Their brightly coloured kites tug the riders high into the air then smack them back down punishingly on the water. And beyond the kites? Windsurfers, rising and falling on the swell, catching the light, cutting up the water like knives. I examine one then the other. Any one of those guys could be you.


    To my left I notice a row of small yachts and windsurfs pulled up on the beach. Their sails and ropes snap in the wind like out-of-tune guitar strings. ‘No one saw him go out? I can’t believe it, Jake.’


    Jake taps his thumbnail against his teeth. ‘They must have done. But no witnesses have come forward to say they saw him. Not yet anyway.’


    ‘Someone must have seen him. A fisherman.’ I nod towards the boats on the beach. ‘Another surfer.’


    ‘You’d have thought so.’


    I point to a dark smudge on the horizon. ‘That’s not Africa, is it?’


    He nods. ‘Morocco.’


    ‘Shit! It’s so close! It looks like you could practically swim to it.’


    He rubs his blond stubble, making a rasping sound. ‘Fourteen miles, across the Strait of Gibraltar.’ He points to the right. ‘Tangiers, just up there.’


    ‘Jake . . .’ His jaw is set, as if steeling himself for the inevitable question. ‘Oh my God, could he?’


    For a moment I don’t think he’s going to answer me. ‘It’s been done before,’ he admits eventually.


    I remember the dog-eared book about North Africa beside your cabin bed and the sea gets bluer, the snapping sail ropes louder, as my head starts to buzz with possibilities. ‘Hang on a minute. So he could have windsurfed to Morocco?’


    Jake swaps his glasses for Raybans, reminding me of one of those yachty blokes you get in expensive bits of Devon, the ‘lightweight weekenders’ in branded gear whom you looked down upon. ‘In theory.’


    There is a whoop of laughter as a dreadlocked man chases a bikini-clad woman across the beach, leaving a necklace of footprints on the sand. There is something wrong about this. And there is also something wrong about Jake in his floral shorts and sunglasses, me in my billowing sail-white blouse, pink shorts and neon nail varnish, a terrible pastiche of a couple on holiday. What are you meant to wear when someone disappears? Black? No, I won’t wear black. There is no reason to wear black. ‘He’s not drowned. I know he’s not drowned, Jake.’


    Jake removes his sunglasses, flicks them against his brown thigh with his hand. I notice the blueness of his eyes – the jaunty blue of a deckchair stripe – so unlike yours, the colour of caves.


    ‘I’d feel it if he was. I know I would. Anyway, he’s a bloody brilliant swimmer.’


    Rex Jerome Adler. Marathon runner. Mountain climber. Hi-tech consultant swinging dick superstar. T-Rex.


    In Latin Rex means king.


    ‘We have to consider the possibility that he got into trouble in the water.’ Jake starts to breathe faster, his red T-shirt rippling as his ribcage bellows in and out beneath the sun-bleached cloth.


    No, I won’t consider this possibility. I must remember that Jake is a journalist who reviews films for a newspaper, a man who has spent too many hours in darkened screening rooms detached from reality. That’s what you always said, a bit of a flakey dreamer. Maybe he’s acting out stuff he’s watched. That’s why he’s not more positive. ‘What do the police think?’ I dare to ask, swallowing the rock of fear in my throat.


    Jake doesn’t meet my eye. ‘Drowning seems to be their main line of enquiry. But it’s difficult to know what they’re thinking. All of us speak crap Spanish and they speak crap English. There are three different police forces . . . shit, it’s really fucking complicated.’ His voice breaks. He rubs his eye with his knuckle. ‘The whole thing is turning into an unbelievable fucking nightmare. Sorry if I’m not making much sense. I haven’t slept.’


    ‘There is no body, Jake. I can’t believe I’m saying the word “body”. It’s ridiculous. This whole thing is ridiculous. Rex must be here somewhere. He must be.’


    Jake emits a small groan, covers his face with his hands.


    ‘If there’s something you’re not telling me . . . Please, Jake.’


    ‘I’ve told you everything.’


    ‘Sharks?’ my voice quavers. There is an oily curdling in my belly. ‘Are there sharks here?’


    ‘Yes, but they wouldn’t eat a board, or a whole surfer. They might take a bite if he were hugely unlucky, that’s all.’


    I sit down heavily on the hot sugary sand, cover my mouth with my hand, panic gripping my stomach tight in its fist. ‘Oh God.’


    Jake squats down beside me, slips on his sunglasses again. ‘Let’s not go there, OK?’


    I nod, wiping away my tears. I must be brave. I must be brave.


    ‘One day at a time. Everything can change in an instant.’


    ‘I know that now.’ I glance up at him. My stricken face is reflected in his sunglasses. Already it does not look like me.


    ‘We’re doing everything we can, Gina,’ Jake says softly.


    ‘I know, I’m sorry. None of this is your fault.’ As I speak, doubt shudders through me in hot sick waves. I clutch my throat and vomit violently on to the sand.

  


  
    


    Two


    ‘I envy you both your decisiveness actually,’ Jake had said, digging his hands into his frayed jean pockets.


    It was only last autumn, the first time I’d been to your mother’s house, the second time I’d met Jake. I was doing my best to charm your brother and win his approval. It had been such a whirlwind. Eyebrows were raised at how fast everything had gone: living together two months after meeting, married after six. I had loved saying, ‘When you know, you know,’ to all the doubters, but I still desperately wanted your impressive family to accept me.


    ‘Never quite managed it myself,’ Jake added wryly.


    I laughed, unsure if he was being serious or not – he seemed more playful, less intense than you – and tried to work out the status of his girlfriend, Fran – some star in the firmament of mobile phone marketing apparently – who I was due to meet later that evening. Through the trees I could hear the boom of your voice, then a small pause before your mother’s delicate laughter as you both made your way up the garden path towards her house. I’d hesitated to follow you immediately because I wanted to give you time to talk to your mother alone. Despite your assurances that she’d love me, every time I spoke Clarice still looked haughtily surprised, as if I had popped up uninvited from beneath her French mahogany dining table. ‘So you’re not going to try and talk us out of it like everyone else then, Jake?’


    Jake looked amused. ‘No, in my experience people are more likely to talk themselves out of things than into them anyway.’


    I warmed to him then, this charmingly boffinish brother of yours, who had only met me briefly once before and was now being asked to embrace me as a sister-in-law. It could have been so much worse. Besides, you had my sister Dawn to deal with. ‘I’ll take that as a blessing of sorts.’ I kicked my feet out and leaned back on the swing, sensuously aware of the thick ropes cooling in my hands as the evening descended, my long, red hair falling around me, silly and girlish with love.


    Jake watched me intensely, nudging fallen leaves with his scuffed brogues. ‘I imagine it’s your parents you need to convince anyway, not me.’


    ‘Well, yes, there is that,’ I shrugged, although the selfish truth was I was so exhilarated by our love affair that I hadn’t spent too long worrying about it. Dawn had already decided you were a bit ‘uptight’ (pots and kettles) and had pointed out that ‘He’s so not your type,’ meaning you hadn’t yet displayed any psychopathic tendencies or tried to split a restaurant bill. Mum worried the thirteen-year age gap would be the problem – ‘He’ll be sixty-three when you’re only fifty. Men go downhill rapidly at sixty, love. Take it from me’ – and couldn’t hide her disappointment that I’d gone for another London man (admittedly, the precedents hadn’t been great) rather than returned to the short-vowelled fold up north.


    Dad wasn’t impressed either. Your suits with their gum pink linings made him worry his beard with his chlorophyll-stained gardener’s fingers. He didn’t understand what you did at KPHI – me neither, sorry – but was nonetheless convinced it must have had something to do with the shrinking of his life’s savings and the imminent collapse of Western society. He didn’t trust your lapsed Catholic status either, coming from a long line of lapsed Protestants himself. And ultimately, although he didn’t say it outright, I don’t think he understood why someone like you would want to be with someone like me. Only the week before he’d cornered me in the kitchen: ‘Too much, too soon, Gina. You need to be more cautious, not just throw yourself into these things like a teenager. In case you’ve forgotten, you’re not a teenager. You’re thirty in a couple of months. When I was thirty I had two kids, a wife and a shed.’


    You will never want a shed. ‘They’ll get used to it,’ I smiled, gazing up at Jake through the blaze of my red lashes.


    ‘That’s good.’ He looked amused.


    I stopped on the swing, digging my toes into the earth. ‘Do you think your mum will?’


    Jake raised an eyebrow at the candidness of my question, hesitated. ‘Rex is a bit of the golden boy, first born and all that. No one would be quite good enough.’ He looked away into the darkening trees. ‘Don’t worry, he can talk her into anything.’


    ‘Oh.’ I felt deflated at the confirmation that Clarice – cool, glamorous French matriarch, Clarice – would have to be talked into me, even though I’d suspected it.


    ‘For what it’s worth, I’ve never seen Rex like this with anyone before,’ he added shyly.


    ‘Really?’ I felt a fizz of happiness again.


    ‘But the thing about Rex . . .’ There was a change in the tone of his voice. Like a drop in temperature.


    I crossed my arms, pulling my blue cardigan tight around me. ‘Oh?’ I asked, almost daring him to get involved. It was our love affair. Our bubble. No one could penetrate it. I didn’t want anyone to try.


    Jake scuffed harder at the fallen leaves with his foot. ‘Oh forget it, it’s nothing.’ He pushed his hair off his face with the back of a hand covered in biro. ‘Come on, let’s go inside. I don’t want the others to think I’ve kidnapped you.’


    I smiled, relieved that it was nothing important, that he hadn’t rained on our parade by bringing up the old sibling rivalries you’d occasionally muttered about. I remembered something then about Jake inheriting his London house off an aunt on his father’s side. Jake getting an easy ride. You’d muttered that he could afford to go off and be an arty journalist, unlike you. That he didn’t need to grow balls.


    Our mood a little more sombre, we made our way through the trees to the Victorian conservatory at the back of your mother’s house, which was gloomy with the plants that pushed up against the glass as if trying to escape. Through the broad, waxy leaves, I could see your mother waiting, purse-lipped, perfectly coiffed, clutching the bottle of vintage Dom Perignon that I’d spotted you stealthily pack away in the car boot before we left London. Later, you sweetly fibbed that your mum had bought it especially for the occasion.

  


  
    


    Three


    The sea search is over, my love. Raf has told me that the coastguard is waiting for a body to wash up on the beach. We’re not, don’t you worry. I can still feel the dark, salty Rexness of you, pulsating around me. I know you are alive. When I do manage to sleep on your bed – bloody uncomfortable, Jake wasn’t exaggerating – I dream about you and you are so real that when I wake up it takes a few moments to compute that you are not lying next to me. Not yet anyway.


    But you can hear me, can’t you? I know you can. We’ve always been oddly telepathic. Do you remember how I always used to know it was you calling even before I picked up the phone? The way everything seemed to converge that sticky spring day to make us come together, two random people in a bustling city of seven million.


    It can’t be long now.


    Raf – now bearded, bearing an uncanny resemblance to Richard Branson – is re-checking the hospitals and psychiatric institutions, although he seems to do rather a lot of his searching at José’s Bar, too. Tim sits up at night picking his nose, combing the Net with chorizo-stained fingertips, as if you might pop up on Twitter sometime soon with a witty aside. Your brother looks increasingly shell-shocked as the hours pass, and the morning begins with another possibility that you may not be back before dusk. It’s reassuring: I don’t see how anyone could fake that face. He’s been liaising with the British authorities and Interpol and doing his best to calm your poor mother, who is apparently climbing the wisteria-clad walls back in Kent. The police? The case is still very much open but it’s difficult to have a huge amount of confidence in them. We all fear they’re going through the motions, not keen to advertise the loss of a tourist in the area. Even the man in the site shop says it’ll be a hush-up. No one wants the beaches to be thought of as dangerous.


    I keep telling the police that I’m sure you’re still out there, alive. As Raf points out, dead men aren’t very good at burying themselves. That’s what I told the newspapers back home, too. You were page five.


    And right now? It’s midday, so hot it hurts to be outside. I’ve been up since dawn with Jake, searching Tarifa’s winding alleys and dusty backstreets. Nothing. We’ve combed everywhere. We’re flagging. We need to consider other explanations. And I’m back at the cabin for a rest. Only I can’t rest. I feel rotten and it’s stuffier than ever in here, a locker smell lifting from the beds like old cheese when you open the fridge door. And my brain is whirring at a hundred miles an hour.


    Jake’s shadow falls long behind the door. ‘Can I come in?’


    ‘One sec.’ I rummage for the make-up bag that I’ve stashed beside the bed and pull out my hand mirror to repair the damage from crying and vomiting – I don’t want to look like a liability. I’m shocked by my reflection. Even though I’ve only been here two days, my hair has matted into dull dreadlocky curls. I have a triangular patch of sunburn on my nose despite sun block. My eyes are ruined, the green irises making the whites look redder than ever, the area around them baggy with worry and frustration. I put in some eye drops in the vain hope it makes me look more together. ‘Come in.’


    ‘Tea.’ Jake steps into the cabin, hands me a steaming cardboard cup and sits on the side of the bed, his long legs tan against the white sheets. ‘You look shattered, Gina. Did you manage to get a bit of sleep?’


    ‘No. I keep going over and over that last morning in London, wishing I’d not let him go this time. He’s been away such a lot recently. I should have been more assertive. If—’


    ‘You wouldn’t have been able to stop him.’ Jake sits forward, slumps exhaustedly with his chin on his hand. ‘You know what he’s like. He had this holiday all planned out, down to the last detail.’ He smiles ruefully. ‘Rex needs to get away.’


    He’s right, of course. Despite your groom’s speech – ‘Gina’s the only woman who made me want to settle down’ – it quickly became obvious to me that your version of settling down was a tad different to mine. While I am happy to mooch around the city, mostly eating, you need to escape your job and the grey skies of London on a regular basis. You are at your happiest in London when packing to leave it, rolling things neatly into colour-coded compression sacks: micro-light trainers (‘a hundred grams off the foot, a kilo off the back’), state-of-the-art dry kits, wetsuits, Leatherman knives and, at your most enthusiastic, dehydrated food packets. You prepare less for a holiday than a terrorist siege. We are opposites like that. You might get your kicks from inching up a vertical rock face, air wheeling beneath your feet; my kicks come from bringing you coffee and croissants on a tray in bed. It’s embarrassing how much I love being your wife sometimes.


    ‘I was the one who should have told him going out in that surf was a fucking stupid idea. I just assumed he knew what he was doing.’ Jake closes his eyes and shakes his head regretfully.


    I sip the tea. It is unexpectedly sweet. ‘I’m not convinced he went into the water at all.’


    Jake screws his face up, wrestling with something. He doesn’t speak for a while. ‘Has he been under a lot of strain recently?’


    ‘Strain? Well, I guess his work has been mental. But that’s not particularly unusual.’ I think of all the times you have stumbled in from the office at ten pm, still in your suit, the shadows under your eyes so deep they look like bruises. You slept under your desk last month. ‘He was about to be made a partner. That was why he was putting in those hours. But he thrives on it, I think. Rex has this superhuman energy. I don’t know how he does it.’


    Jake taps his teeth with his fingernail. ‘Yeah, he mentioned something about becoming a partner.’


    ‘Can you tell me a little more about the holiday before he disappeared?’ I ask, reinvigorated by the sweet tea. ‘This has all happened so quickly, I haven’t been able to put all the pieces together.’


    For a moment Jake looks dumbfounded, as if he can’t square the blokes’ surf holiday before you left with what has happened since. ‘We’d been having a good time.’ He swallows hard. ‘The cabin’s cramped. Raf’s been a pain in the arse. But we’ve had a laugh. It’s just been a blokey holiday, Gina, a week of surfing, boozing, that’s all.’ He bites down hard on his lower lip, visibly upset.


    ‘Had he been drinking the night before?’


    ‘No. He was the only one of us who abstained that night. Said he had a headache.’


    That sounds more like you. You don’t like being drunk, out of control. You’re happiest stone cold sober in a wetsuit. ‘But he relaxed?’ I ask hopefully.


    ‘Using the term loosely. This is Rex we’re talking about.’


    You could never wholly switch off. I always thought that your restless electric energy had something to do with you trying to please the imagined ambitions of your late father. Jake, whose father is alive, clearly has less to prove. Cod psychology, you’d call it. ‘You either make excuses in life or you get on,’ you used to say. ‘If you keep looking backwards you don’t move forwards,’ that was another one. I always loved you for that: you refused to allow the loss of your father so young to overshadow the rest of your life. ‘Was he in a good mood?’


    Jake begins to look troubled. ‘Maybe, in hindsight, he did seem a little agitated, preoccupied. But it’s hard not to let this colour everything.’ He sighs, runs his hand through his hair. ‘I just don’t know, Gina. I don’t fucking know.’


    ‘You didn’t row, did you?’ I probe further, needing to clear the niggles about Jake from my mind.


    He gives me a sidelong glance, as if sensing my doubts. ‘Occasional bicker about washing up, Raf stinking out the toilet every morning and using up all the hot water in the shower, that sort of thing.’ He stares down at the floor, rumpling the skin of his cheek with the drag of his fingers. ‘Nothing major.’


    Feeling queasy again, I watch Jake, and wonder. Should I trust him? Why did you keep Jake at a distance? We hardly ever saw him in London. You always made excuses to avoid family get-togethers if Jake and Fran were going to be there. And when we did all meet up, you seemed on edge. The nicer Jake was to you, the tenser you became. There were clearly unspoken issues between you, things you never spelled out to me. I let them lie, sensing that the trick with you was not to ask too many questions, that the answers would eventually bubble to the surface of their own accord. Hopefully they will do here, too.


    ‘This holiday felt like a bit of a fresh start for me and Rex to be honest, Gina,’ Jake says quietly, his eyes glistening. ‘I didn’t expect to be invited. And I got the feeling, from the fact that Rex asked me to come in the first place, and some of the evenings we spent together, that he wanted to build bridges . . .’ He looks away wistfully. ‘We had some good chats, you know. It felt like stuff was behind us.’


    ‘What stuff?’ I ask, maybe a little too quickly.


    He hesitates and I wonder if he’s deciding what to tell me.


    ‘Oh, I used to give him a hard time for not visiting Mum. She worships him and he can be . . . reckless with her feelings, that’s all.’


    ‘Reckless? He whisked her off to Venice for her birthday last year. At Christmas he sent her boar salami from the woods near her grandmother’s house in the Loire. Jake, my Mum gets a box of smellies from John Lewis.’


    He smiles. ‘He is good at the grand gestures, I’ll give him that.’ Jake’s foot starts to tap on the floor. ‘Look, there was other stuff, too. But it was small stuff in the great scheme of things. Not relevant now,’ he adds quickly.


    For some reason I don’t feel satisfied by his answer. ‘You must have had a lot of this from the police?’


    His face clouds. ‘A fair bit, yes.’


    ‘They’ve got to count out foul play, I guess.’


    Jake gets up quickly, swigs from a water bottle, his back turned, weight on one hip. ‘There’s a direct flight this evening. Raf and Tim are taking it.’


    I spill a scald of tea on my leg. ‘But we haven’t found Rex yet! And I’ve only been here two days.’ I’ve already run out of knickers. I packed too hastily. ‘Why are they going already?’


    ‘We were meant to be home by now. Raf’s got kids waiting for him. Tim’s got work. They can’t stay here indefinitely, Gina.’ I wonder if what he’s actually saying is that he can’t stay longer either. He has a girlfriend waiting for him at home, a job at a newspaper he must return to. How long can anyone stay? No, I can’t go there. The idea that we could go home and carry on normal lives, as if nothing has happened, makes me want to drop to my knees and howl.


    ‘I think you should take that flight home too, Gina. You’re clearly not very well. And you’re not going to get better here. Look, I’ll phone you the moment we know anything, OK?’


    I don’t like the word ‘anything’. I want him to say, ‘as soon as we find you’.


    ‘I’ve got to focus on looking for Rex. I can’t look after you too.’


    Something explodes then. All the frustration and worry blasts out of me. ‘You don’t need to look after me! I can bloody well look after myself! I’ve picked up some stupid, no big deal tummy bug. Are you trying to get rid of me, Jake?’


    He looks really shocked. I feel bad. ‘No, no. Sorry, I don’t mean it like that. I really don’t. But I feel a sense of responsibility to you. You’re Rex’s wife. I’m his brother,’ he says with a simple kindness that makes me feel even worse for doubting him. ‘I think it’s for the best, that’s all.’


    I’m about to say OK, but then I am back in Newquay, last Easter, you and me, a cold blustery beach in crystalline sunshine. I’m waving at you from the rocks, wearing your navy fleece, newspaper-wrapped chips hot and heavy in my hands. You are wading out of the sea, James Bond-sleek in your wetsuit. You kiss me and the coldness of your skin makes me giggle and jump. The kiss tastes of salt and vinegar. It is a kiss that reminds me that sometimes life gives you exactly what you need at the very moment you need it. You just have to hold your nerve. ‘I’m not going, Jake. I’d feel so horribly helpless waiting around in London. I’ve got to help find him.’


    ‘Listen, my dad is coming out tomorrow.’ I notice the way he says, ‘my dad’, not ‘Dad’. You always refer to Jake’s dad as Michael, even though he prefers to be called Mike. ‘We’re going to Tangiers to raise awareness of him over there. Given half a chance, we can bang this search up a pace.’


    ‘Tangiers?’ I leap to my feet. A column of tiny midges spiral upwards. ‘So you do think he could have—’


    ‘The flight leaves at eleven fifteen this evening,’ he interrupts, refusing to be drawn further. ‘I’ve booked you a seat.’


    ‘A seat?’ Jake is less passive than he at first appears. Well, he’s not going to order me around. He may have me down as your silly, young wife, but I won’t be dismissed so easily. ‘I can’t go home not knowing. I can’t go home without him, Jake.’


    There is a knock on the open door. Tim is standing there, looking freaked out, his darting green eyes pressed into his doughy sunburned face like peas. ‘Sorry to interrupt, guys.’ He glances from Jake to me uneasily. ‘Look, this is a bit of a weird one . . .’ He takes a deep breath. ‘The police have just discovered that Rex took out a thousand Euros the day before he disappeared.’


    ‘I know it looks bad but it doesn’t mean he’s run away, Gina.’


    ‘Something has to mean something, Jake.’ I can’t hold the sobs back now. They snort out of me in ugly seismic shudders.


    ‘Wouldn’t it be a mistake to make facts fit theories? Look, do you want to take a minute? I can come back later.’


    ‘No, no. Don’t go, please.’ I sniff the tears back down my throat, try to regain some composure. ‘Sorry, Jake, it’s just that I can’t intellectualise it like you.’ I drop my head to my hands. It is all too much. ‘I can’t take it in, none of it.’ My voice breaks. ‘I just want him to walk through that door and for everything to be normal again.’


    Jake touches me lightly, awkwardly. We still don’t know how to be with one another. ‘So do I. More than anything.’


    I take a deep breath. ‘I’m so tired, so fried. I really need to clear my head. It’s going to explode otherwise.’ I stand up from the chair, smooth down my shorts. ‘Can we go for a swim or something?’


    ‘A swim? No, I’ve got to . . .’ He stops, shakes his head. ‘Oh damn it, let’s go for a swim.’


    Jake won’t let us swim at the local beach, too rough today, he says, so we judder along bumpy, dusty roads in his green hire car to a bay further along the coast, leaving a message for Tim and Raf with site reception. The bay is curved and custard-yellow, fringed by long grasses waving in the wind. The water shocks me with its coldness, a sharp contrast to the heat billowing in from Africa. I tread water, not going too far out of my depth, while Jake backstrokes along the shoreline, watching me, never far away. I try to ignore him, pretend I’m alone, as it makes it easier to commune with you.


    Time drifts. A group of windsurfers appears, the sails of their boards catching the sun as they switch angles. One man in particular, a beginner perhaps, falls off every few seconds and then clambers back on to his board. You were not a beginner. And even if you were it looks easy enough to clamber back on. How could the sea have swallowed you? It does not make sense. But then again, nor does the money. Why on earth would you leave me? Our lovely life.


    I crane my neck back so that the cold water creeps up my hairline, cradling my head. I let my head sink slowly beneath the waves, close over my ears, my crown, until I am suspended, rising and falling just beneath the surface of the water and the events of the last few days: the night before you left, you are tapping intently at your laptop late into the night; you crawl into bed after two am, and even though I’m half asleep I feel you silently watching me; you get up at least three times in the night but I’m too tired to interact with you or open my eyes or ask you what the matter is, why you’re so restless. How I wish I had.


    ‘Gina!’ Someone is pulling me beneath my armpits to the surface in a confusion of bubbles and mouth-spluttered water.


    ‘Gina,’ Jake shouts again, his eyes wild and blue without his glasses. ‘Don’t do that! Fucking hell, I thought something had happened.’


    ‘Sorry.’ I wipe the water from my eyes. ‘Miles away.’


    ‘We need to move closer to the beach. The tide is turning. It happens really quickly out here. We’ve been out too long.’


    There is shouting from the beach, a voice caught by the wind, cut short by it. ‘Jake! Jake!’ Above the bobbing waves we see someone waving their arms madly.


    ‘Who’s that?’ He squints, treading water. ‘I need my damn glasses.’


    ‘I think it’s Raf.’ A hairy middle-aged man in pink shorts? ‘Yeah, it’s definitely Raf.’


    ‘Come on, quick. Swim, Gina. Swim. They might have found him.’


    It’s a struggle to keep up with Jake’s strong stroke. Waves break into my eyes. The water ropes around my legs and tugs me backwards. It really does feel like that bottomless blue sea is trying to hold me back from you. This only makes me swim harder.
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