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Prologue

The last time I saw my wife was one evening in January, two and a half years ago. Marie was twenty-six years old, wearing a black jacket and dark-blue jeans, and she was on her way to buy a bottle of wine to go with the dinner I was stirring. She walked through the kitchen and opened the front door, casually swinging her car keys, but then hung back and said:

‘Do you need anything else while I’m out?’

I shook my head. ‘Just you to come back to me.’

She didn’t reply, but I could hear it in the silence:

Are you sure that’s what you need?

We’d had a difficult couple of weeks. For as long as I’d known her, Marie had been prone to bouts of depression: periods of time where everything I said or did was wrong, followed by periods where all she’d do was apologise, hate herself and wonder what I saw in her and why I stayed. I wasn’t sure which of the two I found hardest, but we were between stages right now. Everything seemed much better than it had for the last few days, but the atmosphere between us was awkward.

I looked at her and the blankness on her face made me ache inside. I wish you could see how beautiful you are, I thought. I wish you could just see that. But I didn’t say it, because I knew she wouldn’t accept the words. They would drift past, and the frustration of not getting through would only make me feel  bad, which would then make her feel worse. Sometimes, she was so determined not to be loved.

‘Just that,’ I said.

She nodded, her face still blank. ‘Quick kiss, then.’

I left the spoon balanced and walked over.

‘You want me to go instead?’

‘No, it’s fine,’ she said. ‘I love you.’

If I now remember those words being grabbed at - said a little too quickly - then I didn’t notice it at the time.

‘I love you too.’

She closed the door behind her. A minute later, I heard the car start up and drive away.

I was an introspective man back then. Prone to worrying. I’d imagine scenarios, always turning them around in my head to find the worst possible angle, then forcing myself to explore it. Whenever Marie was late back from work, I’d start to think that something terrible had happened to her. What if she doesn’t come back? The minute hand on the kitchen clock would become a key turning slowly in my head, unlocking one awful possibility after another, so that they fell into my mind like coins. Late at night, I’d lie next to her and wonder what it would be like for one of us to lose the other.

I don’t know why I was like this, because nothing bad had ever really happened to me. Perhaps that’s why.

On that day, she should have been ten minutes at most. The shop she was heading to was only up the road, and for some reason I wasn’t worried at all. You like to think you’d know, but the truth is that you don’t. So the food simmered gently, and I kept on stirring it, the wooden spoon knocking against the base of the pan, and I was oblivious to the fact the world had quietly shattered without my noticing.

I can’t remember when I started to think bad thoughts, but I know it was exactly forty minutes after she left when I decided right, that’s enough, and called her mobile.

It was answered by a policeman. In the background I could hear sirens and a rush of traffic, and, straight away, I knew that  this time something really had happened. In times of crisis, some part of your subconscious often takes charge, and I was shockingly calm as I spoke to him. It was only afterwards, as I grabbed my coat, that I realised I’d barely taken in a word he’d said, and that the ones I had didn’t make any sense.

Marie had been hit by a truck, he’d said, on the ring road that circled the city. I’d taken that to mean there had been a car accident, but then I realised she shouldn’t have been anywhere near the ring road. And some other phrase he’d used implied she wasn’t in her car when it happened. Later, at the police station, I got the full account, and those things clicked into place. It hadn’t been the truck that killed her. Most likely, it had been the fall from the bridge, fifty feet above, where they found her car.

The police always described it as the fall, never the leap, but that word was generally there in the tone of voice of whoever was speaking to me at the time. I heard the judgement attached to it. The sense that my loss was somehow not as great as the loss suffered by others.

In general, people talk about suicide in two different ways. Either they have sympathy for the person who kills themselves and think it’s a tragedy, or else they see it as the ultimate in selfish behaviour. Some people probably do a bit of both. I know all that, so I found it easy to understand the attitude of the police. The truck driver, they told me, could have been killed. As things stood, he might never recover from what he’d seen that day.

I empathised. But I couldn’t bring myself to share that feeling. I didn’t blame her. I was never angry with her. And I never hated her for what she did to us, not even for a second.

Because I remembered the expression on her face when she left that day: full of regret for all that she imagined she’d put me through; full of that spiralling self-hatred. I remembered the last thing she said to me: I love you. And I knew that, whatever anyone thought, Marie hadn’t been acting selfishly at all, or at least not when it came to me. In her head, however misguided  her intentions, she was doing what she thought was best for me. She thought she was saving my life, rather than destroying it utterly.

The understanding was brought home six months later.

At that point, I was in the process of selling the house, and it had forced me to go through papers - things I’d been putting off for a while, reluctant to face. That was when I learned about the additional life insurance policy Marie had taken out. It had cost her twenty pounds a month. Almost unbelievably, it now equated to a single lump-sum payment of nearly half a million pounds.

The suicide clause in the contract had become null and void after the first two years of the policy. Marie had waited for two years and eight days. She had been planning what she did, without me knowing or suspecting, for that long.

Like I said, I never blamed her. It always felt like there were far more deserving targets to aim for on that level.

So, that was the last time I saw my wife alive.

But it was not the last time I saw her.




Part One




One

Her father talks to her about death.

The whole time, his eyes are very serious. They look like someone has drawn a perfect outline round them in red pen.

She tries to understand, but sometimes she can’t and they both get upset. Death is a monster, her father says, just like in the thin fairytale books she has in her bedroom. Like a dragon? she asks, but he shakes his head. It’s bigger than that, and far more frightening. A dragon can only be in one place at a time, but Death can be anywhere it wants. It doesn’t breathe fire. It breathes sadness.

Sarah sits cross-legged in the corner of the settee, clutching a cushion against her stomach. Her father crouches down in front of her. It’s evening, and the room around them is dark and gloomy. He reaches out and pinches his finger and thumb together tightly, like he’s plucked a speck of Death from the air. Then he opens his fingers.

He has explained all this so carefully that Sarah sees it fall.

Death has ripples, he says.

She squints at the rough fibres in the carpet and imagines the ripples of Death spreading out from it in wavery circles, like a stone dropped into water. In one of the books at school, there is a picture of a lifeboat angled on a wave, the yellow-jacket sailors holding their hoods in the spray. But she doesn’t have to go to school any more.

Death is contagious, Sarah. That means it spreads like a disease.

That knowledge frightens her the most. Because Death has already bloomed once in their home, and if you can catch it like a cold then either of them might be next. Or both of them. Her father seems afraid of that too. It’s partly why he stares at her, she thinks, and why she stares back. As though looking into each other’s eyes is casting a spell to keep the monster away.

Her father always breaks the spell first.

He shuffles away from her afterwards. Sometimes, he looks frustrated. She heard him crying once, which made her even more scared because fathers don’t cry. The thing is, her own mind is as full of Death as her father’s, and she knows he’s only trying to help her. It’s like the way they used to read difficult sentences together, working patiently through each word until it made sense. When she hears him cry, she’s determined to try harder next time.

It’s difficult, because she wants to cry too, and it doesn’t feel like she should. Last week, she woke up in the night and thought she saw her mother shining, bright as a saint, in the corner of the bedroom. It was only a dream, but she told her father the next morning because she thought he might like to know, and because she wanted him to tell her that maybe it was real. But he said:

Was she still bleeding?

No, Daddy, Sarah said. She was smiling, I promise.

Instead of being pleased, he searched the house. Even now, he still looks for her. He crouches down by his bed, lifts the duvet to look underneath, then talks to the space.

Death is a monster, Sarah.

She says: But how can we fight it?

Well, this seems important. Her father thinks about it for a moment, and then he begins to explain, as best he can. She hangs on every word.

There are some people, he says, who are so afraid of the monster they try to make it happy.

Like sucking up to a bully? she asks.

Yes, he says, and the man who hurt your mother was like this. But then there are others who turn their backs and run away, too frightened to face it.

We can’t be like that.

Her father grips her shoulders gently, so that she understands how important this is.

We have to stare it in the eye. We have to see. Do you understand?

She nods. But he hasn’t answered her question, and now she’s even more scared than she was before. Because it doesn’t feel like her father is fighting anything, and the only thing he ever stares in the eye is her.

Sometimes, she sees him squatting by the front door, talking to people through the letterbox, telling them he’s fine, and go away and leave us alone. She knows it’s her aunt, because one time her father made her come down the hall and tell her that everything was all right. But he never opens the door.

Every day, Sarah wakes up to hear him pacing in the kitchen. The house smells of his cigarette smoke. She can see it hanging in rooms where he’s been, like blue silk. In the mornings, while she’s still in bed, he only does it in the kitchen. She stays in bed until she hears the window opening then closing.

She wakes up today and the house is quiet.

It’s the kind of silence that hums in your ears, like you’ve banged your head on something and now it’s ringing like a bell. It’s the sound somebody makes after they’ve gone.

Sarah slips out from beneath the covers, quiet as a whisper, and moves down the corridor. Her father isn’t in the kitchen. There’s no smoke in the air. Straight ahead, his bedroom door is closed. She walks up and taps on it. Nobody answers.

Daddy?

Nobody answers.

She turns the handle and pushes the door, but it only opens a tiny fraction. There’s something behind it, blocking it. Stopping it from opening.

A second later something crushes Sarah inside. She understands what has happened. While she was sleeping Death has bloomed again in her home. Through the slight gap in the door, she can smell the sadness of its breath.

At first she is frozen in place. Then she wants to run.

But she mustn’t turn away. Sarah begins to push the door harder, with all her small might, because she knows that she has to see.

She is nine years old.

 



And now she was thirty.

Life had moved on, but those memories felt more recent than things that had happened yesterday. More present. But the past was a blueprint, wasn’t it, for a drawing of the future. As time went on, you added new lines - or else they were added for you - but the old ones remained, and sometimes it was those that became the most pronounced. You just had to go over them enough times.

And so the determination her father had left her with - that you always had to look, no matter how horrible or difficult it might be - had never left her. Instead, it had matured and grown, and it was still visible now, in the same way the little girl’s features remained there in her adult face.

Sarah shook her head, and then folded up the letter from Alex. He’d sent it two years ago, on the day he left Whitrow, and she’d read it so many times since that the paper had become worn. She even knew sections of it off by heart. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, and how you tried to help me. I hope you can understand and forgive me for this. But she’d read it again anyway, because today it seemed appropriate. Today, two years on, she was leaving too.

As always, it had set off her memories.

You were right, he’d written. Death has ripples.

She slipped the letter into her pocket.

It was one item, at least, that she would not forget to pack.  The rest of her things were proving a little more difficult to sort, and time was running out.

Outside the window, the evening was just beginning to settle in, and the room felt drab and grey. She checked her watch. It was nearly seven o’clock, which meant the taxi she’d booked would be here in a few minutes. She wasn’t organised at all.

Without realising it, she’d started biting her fingernail.

Did she have what she needed? The bag in front of her on the bed was only half full. There were enough clothes to be getting by with. Her real concern was all the personal items she couldn’t bear to be without: the small gifts and photographs that were inconsequential in themselves, but had memories tethered to them. You never remembered things like that until you either saw them or wanted them.

She’d spent most of the afternoon searching the house for what she wanted to take. It upset James - obviously - and she’d suggested it might be easier for both of them if he went out for a while. But he refused. He just sat there, ignoring her. Pretending it wasn’t happening. His expression was set like stone, but waves of sadness had been escaping him, and the guilt she felt might have caused her to overlook something important.

A clatter from downstairs.

Sarah listened, still worrying at her fingernail. James was washing up, she guessed. Or rather - throwing plates into the sink, deliberately loud enough for her to hear. It was generally his way. He’d never been good with words, but could usually make himself clear when he wanted. You needed to work out the precise shade of the anger, and then translate it, but she’d become used to it. What he was saying now was:

Don’t leave me.

James had his own blueprint: his own lines that had been gone over too many times. His earliest memory, he’d told her, was of his father leaving. The man was clambering into his car to drive away, and James had been stood by the side of it crying, begging him not to go. His father had moved him gently backwards so that he could close the car door.

Another clatter.


I’m sorry, James.

Last night, he’d asked if she loved him, and she’d said that she did. It was true. When he asked why that wasn’t enough, she had no idea what to say. The question had hung in the air for days before he’d eventually asked, and it had remained there since. She was almost afraid to go downstairs and see him now. But she had never been one to turn away.

Outside, a car beeped: the taxi was here.

The sound was immediately followed by a smash from downstairs. James had broken a glass. Either dropped it, or, more likely, thrown it across the room.

Sarah took a deep breath, trying to find some resolve, and then picked up the bag and walked out onto the landing. The door to the spare room was open. All her articles were boxed up in there, sitting on the shelf. Maybe she should take those? But you could go on for ever, couldn’t you?

She hitched the bag up on her shoulder and made her way carefully down the thin stairs.

James had been drinking already. Most likely he was drunk by now. That wasn’t unusual, but it concerned her today, as he could be unpredictable and volatile. There hadn’t been a scene yet - not unless you counted the silences - but she suspected there was going to be. Perhaps he would beg her not to go. Christ, she hoped not. It wouldn’t change her final decision, but it would make things harder for both of them, and for him most of all.

But deep down, Sarah thought, he did understand. He just loved her more than anything and didn’t want to be without her. That was why it was so hard for him, and it was why, ultimately, he wouldn’t stand in her way.

It’ll be OK, she told herself.

Drunk or not, he wouldn’t try to stop her.




Two

It sounded like a gunshot.

The noise came from somewhere overhead, echoing around the empty square.

I glanced up. It wasn’t a gunshot, of course; it was an old woman, three storeys above. Her face was like a wizened fist wrapped in a handkerchief, and she was holding a faded red blanket out in the late afternoon sun, a cloud of dust descending towards me. She gave it another ruffling crack, then glared down at me and shouted something in Italian.

I had no idea what she was saying, but, clearly, she wasn’t impressed. Perhaps she was wondering why I wasn’t down at San Marco with everyone else, rather than cluttering up her piazza and getting in the way. Tourists. It had been two years since I’d left England, and I’d been travelling the whole time, collecting a deep tan and uncut, sun-bleached hair along the way. But wherever I went I was still immediately pegged as English. And that was before I even opened my mouth.

‘Dispiace,’ I said.

She didn’t acknowledge the apology. I stood up and walked away across the square. A moment later, I looked back to see the old lady pull the shutter closed with an indignant pock.

And then it was blissfully silent again.

I’d been in Venice for nearly a week. Most of that time, I’d been walking around on my own, searching out little places like this. It was the same wherever I went; I always did my best to  avoid the standard attractions. What I enjoyed more than anything was exploring the background - the smaller streets, away from the floods of tourists. I wasn’t out here on holiday, as such, so my aim was never to collect photographs or gather memories. It was more a case of finding somewhere fresh and different, then kicking my heels for a while and allowing myself to become lost.

After a few days in a place, when I began to recognise its people and paths, the urge to move on grew steadily more insistent. It was as though I’d used up the strangeness of whatever city I was in and needed to seek out a new one. Either that, or I’d have the vague sense of a shadow falling slowly across me, cast by something enormous approaching from the distance. Each time that happened, without considering the matter too deeply, I packed my small rucksack and left as soon as possible. On those occasions, even though I understood there was nothing physical pursuing me, I tended to travel the furthest.

I headed away from the piazza now, breathing in the warm air.

Venice was one of the first places I’d visited that was threatening to hold onto me. I liked it a lot: its small, shaded alleys and dry, hidden squares; the dusty arches and secret walkways. Over a hundred separate islands, split by water, and stapled into a patchwork maze by the bridges. You walked through it, and it seemed like something coherent and whole, but it wasn’t. You stepped down too heavily and the city creaked, like the deck of an old ship.

I was staying in the north, in a hostel. In truth, I still had more money than I knew what to do with, but this was the general standard of accommodation I sought out wherever I went. There was something simple and spartan about hostels, which was all I needed, but they also managed to be both anonymous and familiar at the same time, like coach seats. Wherever I’d gone, I’d learned to expect the same rough cloth on the beds, the same showers, the same clack of pool balls coming  from slightly different lounges. You shared a room with someone that kept changing but somehow staying the same, about as variable as the wallpaper.

Currently, I was sharing my room with an American guy called Dean. He was travelling with a group of friends and was the unlucky odd-number in terms of room allocation. He was a bit talkative, but he seemed basically all right. The whole bunch were back-packing across Europe over the summer, aiming to end up in Pamplona so they could run in front of the bulls. From my point of view, bulls running down a street at me would be a good indication I should be somewhere else, and since the event was world-famous there was no real excuse for failing to avoid it.

But he was only nineteen, and ten years makes a big difference. Maybe that’s part of being young: challenging your mortality; sneaking up to Death and smacking it around the face a bit, then running away and feeling invincible because it ignored you. The truth is that when mortality means business it’ll steamroll straight over you no matter how fast you fucking run. But I quite liked Dean, and I hoped he came out of it with whatever affirmation of existence he thought he needed.

He wasn’t there when I got back. The window was slightly open, and I could hear the call of seagulls drifting in with the breeze, and smell air that had skimmed the scent off the water.

I shrugged my T-shirt off, sprayed on some deodorant, and then picked a fresh top from the small pile I kept under the bunk.

Before I put it on, I looked at myself in the thin mirror on the wardrobe door. I saw a thirty-year-old man with long blond hair, rough stubble, and a solid tan. Bare living had stripped a lot of excess weight from my body, so that it looked functional and strong, like a piece of rope designed to carry something, day after day. Anyone who had once known a young man named Alex Connor would barely have recognised him standing here. Even for me, it felt like I was looking at a stranger, or at the reflection of somebody who wasn’t really there.

I slipped the T-shirt on, then headed down for a drink.

The lounge in this hostel was how I imagined a rec-room in a prison: a high ceiling and drab paintwork, with lots of tatty old armchairs dotted around. There was a pool table at one end, and a small television mounted on a spike in the wall at the other. Halfway between, glass doors were propped open onto a patio overlooking a particularly effluent stretch of canal. I bought myself a bottled euro-beer from reception then headed in.

A few groups of young travellers were sitting around talking. A girl was holding her hair back from a beaming red tan, brushing it into a ponytail with her hands. Everyone seemed excited, keen, eager. It was the same with most of the young travellers I’d met over the last two years. If they stepped off a building, they expected a safety-net to have been erected the night before. As with Dean’s potential suicide-by-cattle, perhaps it should have annoyed me, but it didn’t. I remembered feeling that way myself, and I missed it. I certainly didn’t want to kill anyone’s joy, like some bitter old grandfather standing at the edge of the playground shouting obscenities.

I went out onto the patio, resting my elbows on the flaking paint, and watched the water slap gently against the side of the canal. The evening sun cut against it, highlighting the dense water. Everything was still and peaceful, and I closed my eyes for a second, breathing it in. When I opened them, an immaculate woman in sunglasses and high heels was clicking past on the cobbled walkway opposite. She had a big square bag and a sense of purpose. Behind me, back inside, I could hear people laughing.

‘Who are you?’

It was a man’s voice, from right beside me, and it sounded slightly disgruntled. I turned my head, and there was nobody there.

I took a swig from my beer and watched as the woman headed up some steps and disappeared around a corner, out of sight; she might have been moving into a different world  altogether. Behind me, the laughter sounded much further away than it had before, as though I wasn’t only separated from the people in there by distance or age, but by something more profound. The sadness was like a grey curtain, unravelling quickly down inside me.

It was time to move on. Tomorrow.

I went back into the lounge, figuring I’d take the bottle up to my room. Head out for some food in a bit, maybe, then turn in and try to sleep through the cycle of chart hits pounding dully through the walls. Get an early start—

Instead, halfway across, I stopped.

I wasn’t even sure why at first. There was something on the TV. I knew that much. But it took me a second to recognise it and find a frame of reference in which to fit it.

Sarah is on the television.

A photograph of her was taking up the left-hand side of the screen. It was an old picture, and one I half recognised. She was outside somewhere, squinting against the sun, with her bright red hair and a slightly lop-sided smile. Her face took up most of the image, but I could see grass in one corner, and she was leaning back against the shoulder of someone behind her on the left.

The red banner at the bottom of the screen said:

FIELD SEARCHED AFTER FIVE DAY HUNT

The right-hand side showed an aerial shot of a field. The footage appeared to be live, taken from a helicopter that was circling overhead. On the ground below, a large tent had been constructed next to a hedge, and small white figures were moving around it. Some were picking through the grass a little distance away. There was no sound.

I stepped between some armchairs by the television, and looked down at the girl sitting nearest.

‘Is there any way of turning the volume up?’

‘What?’

‘The volume?’

I tried the side of the set. The cheap plastic creaked, but I  couldn’t find any controls. It filled me with an absurd sense of powerlessness.

‘What,’ the girl said, ‘you know her?’

I started to answer, but then the screen changed.

The right-hand side now showed a reporter talking into a microphone. Behind him, I could see a country lane, and a gate with a policeman stationed in front of it. And on the left-hand side, Sarah’s photograph had now been replaced by another.

This one showed my brother, James.




Three

Two and a half years ago, on the day of Marie’s funeral, a strange thing happened. I woke up and absolutely nothing was wrong. It lasted for a couple of seconds. Then I noticed the empty bed beside me, registered the silence of the surrounding house, and I remembered what my wife had done.

At that point, I swung myself out of bed and away from everything. It was still early days, but that was already how I’d learned to deal with things: by hiding from them or running away. I’d never been like Sarah, determined to face problems head on. Instead, I kept myself moving. It was as though the impact of what had happened was genuinely physical, a punch I could slip if I ducked quickly enough. One that, if it landed square-on, would knock me flat.

I showered, then went downstairs and made coffee with a dash of vodka in it, and then put on my suit. From eleven o’clock, I started going through the motions of opening the door to welcome friends as they arrived, enduring all the well-meant words and hesitant pats on the shoulder.

And then, at some point, I went through the kitchen and out into the back garden, ostensibly for a cigarette, and I walked away.

It was easier than it should have been, but I suppose there wasn’t much to it physically, and it seemed to happen almost on auto-pilot. I just started walking: slowly at first, then  moving faster, until, by the time I reached the end of the street, I was running, my heart thumping in my chest.

I felt absolutely exhilarated.

At two o’clock, when the service was due to start, I was sitting in the beer garden of a small pub called The Cockerel. It was a rough, old drinkers’ pub on the arse edge of the Grindlea estate. The winter’s day was clear and sharp, but it felt precarious. The rain last night had been heavy, landing against my bedroom window like handfuls of stones, and there were still dirty puddles of rainwater in the gutter now. The air remained damp from it, and the world itself seemed like it was quietly shivering, as though it had been soaked through and then left out in the cold.

I sat at a rickety wooden bench and drank beer after beer, vodka after vodka, observing the minute hand of my watch with an almost professional detachment.

The minister will be telling them how wonderful Marie was.

And she was.

A minute later: he’ll be using the word ‘tragedy’.

The whole time, my attention kept being drawn to a house across the road. Cars flashed past in between. On the face of it, it was an innocuous building, with nothing obvious to distinguish it from its neighbours. Just another red-brick semi with the curtains shut tight and the paint peeling from its old front door. The small garden out front was unkempt and bedraggled, like hair the owner didn’t see a point in combing any more.

Eventually, my latest glass was empty and it was time to get another. After I’d paid and gone back outside, I found Sarah sitting at my table.

She had long, bright-red hair, a pretty face covered in freckles, and she was wearing a black jacket, with a black blouse and trousers beneath. I paused, then walked over and sat down, putting my beer and vodka on the table between us.

‘I didn’t know you were coming,’ I said. ‘I’d have got you a drink.’

She picked up the vodka.

‘This one’s fine. Fancy seeing you here.’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Imagine.’

‘Cheers, anyway.’

Sarah raised the glass, then winced as she took a sip.

‘Neat. Well, I did have a hard time finding you, to be honest. I drove around a while. Tried the usual places.’

‘There’d be no point hiding in one of those.’

That, at least, got a grim smile. ‘Any reason for this place?’

‘Just fancied a change of scene.’

‘Lovely scenery.’ She glanced around dubiously, then back at me. ‘People are worried about you. I guess you know that.’

‘It’s none of their business.’

‘OK. So your friends and family aren’t important.’

I sipped my beer and said nothing. The harsh truth was that my friends and family meant absolutely nothing to me right then. But I hadn’t quite reached the point where I’d say so out loud. After all, Sarah had come looking for me, just as I should have known she would. That had always been her nature: to go looking for people; to pick them up when they fell. As shit as I felt, I wasn’t about to throw that back in her face, and so it was safer to say nothing at all.

Sarah tapped the bench.

‘J’s really annoyed at you for running out.’

That didn’t even deserve a reply. Seeing my brother at the house that morning had been the day’s most awkward moment, this current one notwithstanding. It was stupid and unfair, but I couldn’t help thinking that, deep down, James might be secretly pleased Marie was dead. After all, his little brother had always been the one with the grades, the good job, the girlfriends, whereas all James had collected was minor criminal convictions - fighting, mainly - and a string of abandoned jobs and broken relationships. From his perspective, life had treated him pretty badly, while everything had gone lucky for me. Finally, he was probably thinking. Your turn.

‘He’s right, though,’ Sarah said. ‘You can’t just . . . run away from what’s happened, you know. You need to face up to it.’

Again, I said nothing.

‘I wish you’d talk to me, Alex.’

‘What would you like me to say?’

‘I don’t know. It’s hard for me as well. She was my friend too.’

I nodded, feeling even worse now.

Sarah had actually known Marie longer than I had, and they’d been very close. I imagined she was taking it badly, partly for the same reasons as me, and also because Sarah’s relationship with death had always been a strange one. I first met her when she came to live with her aunt in Whitrow, after her father’s suicide. We were both ten. But even now, when I looked at her as an adult, I could still see that same little girl in her face. There had always been this odd mixture of sadness and determination to her, as though life had presented her with a painful problem that she was absolutely intent on solving.

I could never decide whether that was a good or bad thing: to be that young and to have already found your calling. These days, Sarah worked as a crime correspondent at the Evening Paper, and it suited her down to the ground. Death was something she’d always been driven to confront and understand. You couldn’t deal with anything, she thought, by turning away from it. I had no doubt that right now she was dwelling on all the things I was too scared even to allow in my head.

So a part of me felt bad for this selfish behaviour of mine. However, a larger part was far more apathetic. My wife had died. Could people please leave me the fuck alone?

‘And you’re my friend too,’ Sarah said. ‘So talk to me.’

‘I don’t know what to say.’

‘Tell me what you’re thinking.’

I shrugged. Most of the time, I didn’t dare think anything. Because, when I did, it felt dangerous. I’d picture myself standing in the middle of the street and screaming so loud that it levelled the place. The sound I’d make would strip leaves from the trees. It would pulverise houses and scatter brick dust and  glass for miles. Shatter streetlights and knock birds from the sky. And none of it would achieve anything because, at the end, when I closed my mouth, I’d still be there.

I said, ‘I miss her.’

And then looked down at the bench and got a grip on my tears. How flimsy I was: just saying it out loud had been enough to puncture my resolve. I was disgusted with myself. Back then, I didn’t even know about the insurance policy, but the feeling of guilt was already overwhelming. How could I have let her down so badly? How could I not have known?

Sarah reached out and rested her hand gently on mine.

‘Me too,’ she said.

‘I miss her so much.’

‘But you’ve got to hold on to the good memories, Alex. That’s where Marie is now, and you need to try to remember her smiling. I know it seems impossible at the moment, but you’ve got to believe that it won’t do for ever . . .’

She looked at me, then sighed.

‘Let’s get out of here, OK?’ she said. ‘Go somewhere else.’

‘I don’t want to see anybody.’

‘You don’t have to. We’ll just go together. You and me. I’ll leave the car somewhere, and we’ll disappear off, get pissed out of our minds. Talk about whatever. And if you don’t want to, then I’ll talk at you and you can pretend to listen.’

I almost smiled.

‘But I’m not leaving you on your own, Alex.’

That was for certain. I knew her too well to think I’d be able to shake her off now. To Sarah, tragedy and loss were contagious, and she wasn’t about to lose me too.

I nodded. ‘All right. Thank you.’

‘It’s nothing,’ she said. ‘We’re always there for each other, aren’t we? Always have been. Always will be.’

‘Yes.’

‘And if it was the other way round,’ she said, ‘you’d be there for me too.’

[image: 001]

I didn’t know exactly what I’d been planning on doing that day, but I think it’s very possible that Sarah saved me. Not in a dramatic way, but in the ordinary and everyday sense - by just finding me when I was stumbling, then hooking an arm round, determined not to let me fall. And she kept doing that. She had a knack for reading between my lines and knowing when I needed her, and, on those occasions, she’d come over and be there for me.

Looking back, it reminds me of when someone is seriously injured, and a friend sits with them, determined to keep them awake until help arrives. Come on, they say; stay with me. If I let you slip away now, you might never come back.

But in the end, that’s what happened. As hard as she tried, she couldn’t save me for ever.

The last time I saw Sarah was six months after the funeral, just after I’d learned about the insurance policy Marie had taken out. It was the middle of the night, and I turned up at her house drunk out of my mind, and wearing only a T-shirt and jeans, even though it was pouring down with torrential rain. At that moment, I simply had no idea where else to go.

Only a few weeks after that, I was sitting in a hotel room, writing her a letter. I was trying to explain. I told her that she’d been right all along: that death has to be faced down, or else it spreads and destroys your life. I told her I couldn’t bear what my life had now become, and that I had to get away from it: to try to find a new Alex Connor. I told her I was sorry and that I hoped she could forgive me.

Then, in the morning, I left for the airport.

You could sum up those six months with a single image: my friend’s fingertips brushing against mine as I stubbornly refused to take her hand. As we fell slowly, sadly apart, until I wasn’t touching her any more. Until I wasn’t touching anything.




Four

The guy at reception shrugged when I asked him about the TV volume. It was remote control only, he said, and he didn’t know where it had disappeared to.

‘Somebody has perhaps . . .’

He made a throwing gesture, and I made a mental note to be less forgiving in future of the young, care-free spirits in the lounge.

I headed out to the railway station round the corner. It was full of frustrated international travellers: guys with shades balanced on their heads talking into mobiles, and girls sitting on luggage, knees together, looking forlorn. There was a magazine stand at the far side of the station, and I bought an English newspaper, took it back outside and sat down at the top of the steps.

My hand was shaking as I flicked through the pages, one by one. I was searching for any coverage of what might have happened. Already, I was doubting what I’d just seen on the television. Only a few minutes had passed, but that was long enough for it to have become surreal.

It couldn’t possibly be . . .

But on the fifth page, there it was.


MAN CHARGED: POLICE APPEAL FOR HELP IN HUNT FOR WOMAN’S BODY

by Barry Jenkins

The boyfriend of a woman he confessed to killing appeared in court yesterday and was charged with her murder.

James Connor, 32, was remanded in custody. He is accused of killing Sarah Pepper, 30, his partner, who was living with him in Whitrow at the time of her death.

Outside Whitrow Crown Court, police continued to ask for help in locating Ms Pepper’s body.

Det. Geoff Hunter, who is leading the murder inquiry, appealed for farmers and ramblers to report anything unusual they saw in fields and woodland.

He said: ‘This is obviously a very distressing period for Sarah’s friends and family, and we need the public’s help in locating her remains as quickly as possible.’

Officers have conducted extensive searches of the Whitrow countryside since Mr Connor approached the police on the morning of 2 June. The unemployed man claimed the couple had argued over his drinking and Ms Pepper was planning to leave him. He confessed to killing her at their home on 1 June, but was unable to remember where he had hidden her remains.

A local taxi driver confirmed he had been booked to collect Ms Pepper from the couple’s home address, but upon arrival was told by her boyfriend she had already left.

Ms Pepper’s body is thought to have been left in woodland, and may be partially concealed under leaves and branches.

Det. Hunter said: ‘We would ask the public to be on the lookout for a wooden gate set in a drystone wall. Our information leads us to believe there may be two empty vodka bottles nearby.’

Mr Connor appeared in court accompanied by a police guard. He gave his name, date of birth and confirmed his address. There was no application for bail.  I looked up. The top of the steps was shaded by the station building, and a slight breeze rustled the pages of the newspaper. Below, an expanse of bright, sunlit stone spread out, dotted with people. As I watched them all, my heartbeat was visible in front of me: a red pulse appearing like silk at the edges of my vision.

Living with him, I thought.

The newspaper had yesterday’s date, so this report was from the day before, when Sarah had still been missing. According to the television back at the hostel, she had just been found. That wouldn’t appear here in the papers until the day after tomorrow.

Her body had just been found, I reminded myself.

Not Sarah. Sarah was gone.

I wasn’t sure what I was feeling. It wasn’t grief exactly. There was the same initial sense of disbelief - the same slap that knocks you off-kilter - but it still didn’t seem real and I couldn’t fit the facts into my head. Sarah was dead and my brother had killed her.

Ridiculous. Couldn’t be happening.

But then, I thought about it some more. One of the earliest memories I have is of my brother. In it, James is red-faced and screaming, the cords in his neck standing out as he throws a cushion at our mother.

Put like that, it doesn’t sound so bad. It was only a cushion, after all. But she was a small woman, and the frightening part was that it wouldn’t have mattered what he’d been holding at the time. The cushion had just been the nearest thing to hand. If he’d been able to reach a knife, he would have thrown that instead.

I was three or four years old at the time. I remember pushing the heels of my palms into my eyes and screaming, trying to make it all go away. My mother said something, James shouted back, and then a door slammed. Then I felt my mother’s arm around me, holding me close. Afterwards, she was upstairs in James’s room, talking softly. I could hear him crying, and perhaps she was too.

That had always been my brother’s way, and he’d kept it up well into adulthood. He got angry, lost control and struck out at the world. Acted without thought, and then said sorry afterwards.

So I tried to imagine it: James squatting down beside Sarah’s body, knocking back vodka to numb the panic and remorse from what he’d done. At first, he would probably have been blaming her. Then he would have begun to panic as he drank more and more, and the realisation hit that he’d gone too far to say sorry this time. Making some stupid attempt to hide what he’d done, then waking up the next morning and knowing there was no way to carry it off.

Horribly, it wasn’t so hard to do.

Five days.

I felt that inside me. Sarah had been missing for that long: the days flicking on and off as she lay there, discarded and forgotten. I’d gone about my business without the slightest inkling that anything had happened to her. And back at the hostel, I’d been watching real-time coverage of the scene. Breaking news. Which meant that, hundreds of miles away, my friend’s body was lying beneath the white tent I’d seen on the screen right now.

At least I’d seen it. My plan after Venice had been to head South towards Rimini, with a possible eye to catching a ferry. If I’d missed the report today, it might have dropped from the schedule by the next time I caught any international news, and I would never have known.

And that would have been better.

The thought came from nowhere.

For a moment, I didn’t do anything. I could hear the gulls reeling overhead, and the trick of wheeled cases pulled along by travellers. Ordinary people going about their ordinary lives. The warm air smelled of the sea.

It wasn’t an actual voice in my head, more of a feeling inside me, roughly associated with the small curl of panic that had appeared close to my heart. But if it was a voice, it would have  had the no-nonsense edge of someone being practical about something that might look unpalatable but was, actually, very important to get right. The kind of voice that said: let me take charge of this delicate matter. You go put your feet up. When you get back I’ll have done what needs doing and you won’t need to think about it again.

These people are not part of your life anymore.

And no. They weren’t.

In the letter I sent to Sarah before I left, I wrote: At the moment, I’m not sure where I’m going. All I know is that I have to get away. It had been true. But in the time since, I’d slowly lost touch with my old life entirely. The visits to Internet cafés had fallen by the wayside. If there was any guilt attached, I’d shrugged that away too. I hadn’t thought about Sarah for weeks, if not longer. Losing touch and cutting yourself off can look remarkably similar, assuming they take place so gradually that you never have to look too carefully.

You don’t want to remember how bad it was.

The panic throbbed gently inside. On one level, I knew it was justified. Because it was easy, with two years’ distance, to forget how hard something had been. The weeks before I left had been so difficult I found it hard to remember them now, but I knew that leaving had stopped them from destroying me, and travelling ever since had kept me one step ahead. If I had cut off my old life, I’d been doing it to save myself.

But it also struck me now that leaving had never properly worked. Could I carry on like this for ever? Everywhere I went, I felt nothing but emptiness, waiting to be filled; every few days, I still found myself packing up and moving on. It was as though staying in one place for any length of time provided me with an address there, and then mail I’d left behind began to be forwarded on. However painful it had been, I hadn’t escaped those feelings. They’d trailed after me.

Maybe it was everything else that I’d lost.

I opened the newspaper again. Beside the article, there was the same photograph they’d used on the television, only this  time in black and white. Sarah looked so unguarded in it, caught almost by surprise. The tilt of her head, her smile: they were instantly familiar, just as I would have pictured her.

And I recognised where it had come from now.

It was from when we’d all gone away to the Lakes years ago: six of us crammed into a camper-van we rented for the week. Me and Marie. Julie and Mike. And Sarah had been with some randomer called Damian at the time. We’d arrived at Coniston on the first day, and that was where this photo had been taken. It was my wife who was holding the camera. The shoulder that Sarah was leaning back against, in that checked shirt, would be mine.

The memory brought a wave of guilt. How could I have forgotten this? Even Marie - I remembered her holding my hand back then as we walked slightly behind the others. Her grip had felt tentative, but it had been there, and it had been determined in its own way: a small expression of hope. At that moment in time, whatever happened afterwards, I’d made her happy.

I sat there for a while, staring blankly at the photograph, carefully prodding at the memory and checking for any signs of pain. There weren’t any. The only thing that came was a terrible sense of sadness, not just for the things that had been taken from me, but for all the things I’d given away afterwards. All the things I realised now that I missed so badly.

Sarah . . .

And most of all, I remembered how hard she’d fought to help me in the months after Marie’s death. She’d always come searching, determined not to let me slip away as well. And yet, when she’d needed me in turn, I’d been deliberately looking the other way.

We’re always there for each other.

I closed my eyes.

If it was the other way round, you’d be there for me too.
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