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Prologue


Human beings find it impossible to make sense of death. The sum of our civilisation and learning has left us uncomprehending of its finality, stalked by its inevitability and yet stunned by its caprice. It is surprising then that we do not take greater solace in the knowledge that some people truly deserve to die.


In such circumstances, death can seem magical, killing a liberation. A figure who loomed so large as to sometimes dominate all my thoughts, instantly rendered null. A once terrifying threat extinguished, an unforgivable wrong avenged. And the greatest transformation of all is that there is no reason for me to be afraid of him any more.


Undoubtedly, his memory will echo, but that is all he can now do.


He is slumped over his desk, his right hand extended as though reaching for one of the documents piled next to his monitor. This was his sanctuary, a place he must have imagined he was untouchable. But such was the hubris of one who so clearly disdained other people for being as stupid as they were powerless.


There are books and papers all around, as befitting a learned individual with a busy mind. Framed certificates on the walls, conspicuous badges of achievement. They are trappings of respectability, part of the façade that disguised the man he truly was, what he was capable of and how low he was prepared to sink.


If someone walked in they might think he had fallen asleep on the job, or perhaps read a particularly depressing email. You would have to come close and look in his eyes to see that he is dead.


It will look like a heart attack. They will not find the tiny needle mark. They will not know to test for insulin. For what he had done, for what he had taken away, he did not deserve that it should have been so quick or merciful.


There is no noise from outside, a sense of respectful stillness surrounding the building, like the world itself is acquiescent of the deed. It feels strange that killing should be so quiet, particularly when that killing is both an act of vengeance and in defence of what is right and true. In real life it is not accompanied by a swell of strings or, in this case, even a cry for help. There had merely been that gasp of horrified astonishment, followed by a look of resignation. It was as though only in this moment did he understand the inevitability of it ending like this, the crushing knowledge that he had brought such a fate upon himself.


What were his last thoughts as he slumped forward onto the mahogany, before the light faded in his eyes and darkness descended for ever? Were they of those he had loved, those he had betrayed? Were they of his life, his career, his achievements, his regrets? Or did his fading mind allow him one last picture of blue skies and a sparkling sea: a place he once believed he was king, but where he had sown the seeds of his destruction?




PART ONE




 


The most effective conspiracy has the smallest number of participants. By definition the minimum is two. That is also the ideal maximum.


Max Temple
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Ivy


Rain is lashing down as she emerges from the Tube station, gusts of wind angling the deluge almost to the horizontal. A tenaciously brutal winter had relinquished its grip only with grudging reluctance, giving way to some unseasonably hot and sunny late spring days, but this meant that it caught everyone off-guard when the heavens opened this morning.


Ivy had overheard a woman in the carriage talking about the recent warm spell’s contrast to the Beast from the East, saying she had almost forgotten what it was like to feel the sun on her shoulders. Ivy realises this is true of her too, but that doesn’t mean she has missed it. Living in London, she seldom spends much time out of doors. Her office and her apartment are climate controlled to within a decimal point of perfection. What does she need sunshine for?


Sunshine is a disinfectant, people say, as though bringing simply anything into the light is an unambiguously wise and healthy thing to do. As far as Ivy is concerned, the only value of sunshine is that it casts shadows, and that is where she operates.


The problem with sunshine is that it makes people believe everything is going to be all right, and in her area of PR, that isn’t good for the bottom line. It isn’t good for clients’ welfare either, to be honest. Clients need to be able to envisage an approaching worst-case scenario, so that they can take appropriate steps to avoid it, and the most appropriate step, always, is to retain her services.


She reaches Lincoln House on Remnant Street, where the Cairncross Partnership occupies two floors, hurrying through the revolving doors out of the downpour. There is a trail of water on the floor ahead of her, leading to where a woman has stopped to shake off a dripping umbrella, this action complicated by one of its spokes having bent. Ivy estimates her to be in her forties, probably a mother of teens from the look of her; lower-to-middle-tier management, if that. Her body language is cowed as though apologising for her very existence: someone who has reached that point in life at which she realises all the things she once thought she might achieve or experience are never going to happen. Probably been kidding herself for the past decade and a half that the kids would make up for it, telling herself that raising them was a worthy achievement in itself before coming to realise – too late – just what a wretched con that was.


Somewhere between the revolving doors and where she now stands, it must have struck the poor cow that the price of a replacement was worth more to her than her dignity in trying to salvage a conspicuously buggered brolly in front of other human beings.


Glancing down, Ivy notices that her own umbrella has a kink in one spoke too, from being caught by a billowing gust only yards from the entrance. It is an Aspinal that she had bought yesterday on the way home, having checked the forecast. In a business entirely about appearances, it doesn’t look good to turn up drenched, not least because it betrays that you didn’t anticipate a coming storm.


The woman glances her way and offers a smile of solidarity as she clocks the damage. Ivy feels a familiar surge of revulsion. No, bitch, she thinks. In her world, there is no such thing as ‘me too’, whether that is a bent brolly or anything else you might delude yourself into thinking you have in common.


Ivy holds her gaze for a moment, unsmiling, before jamming the two-hundred-quid Aspinal into a nearby bin.


She proceeds towards the lifts, pulling out her swipe card and fixing her gaze on the barriers as she passes reception. Her singularity of purpose proves insufficient to prevent an unsolicited greeting from behind the desk.


‘Morning, Ms Roan.’


Ivy responds with the tiniest, most cursory micro-smile: one so fleeting and perfunctory as to convey the extent to which she begrudges the burden of such a courtesy.


She takes the lift to the twelfth floor and strides towards her office on swift feet, rounding a corner in time to see one of the junior account managers notice her approach and warn his colleagues. At that distance she can’t hear what he says but she doesn’t have to be much of a lip reader to discern his two-word heads-up: ‘Poison Ivy.’


In a supposedly creative business, it’s hardly the most imaginative of derogatory nicknames for them to have come up with, but she is nonetheless rather proud that it has stuck. She doesn’t need any of them to like her. Her job is to make you like other people, and their job is to help her do that.


Her phone buzzes in her hand as she strides between rows of desks. The contact ID flashes up, the caller listed simply as L. She knows he is about to get on a plane, and it won’t be anything important. ‘Just phoning to hear your voice,’ something like that. She sighs and declines the call. Again. A few moments later there is a text, telling her his flight is on time. Good to know.


She gives a beckoning nod to Jamie, her assistant. He terminates the call he is on and follows her into her office.


Jamie is as loyal as he is dependable. He doesn’t call her Poison Ivy, even among his junior peers. She knows this because she has eavesdropped on occasion and has only ever heard him refer to her as Ms Roan.


She is not sure whether she respects him more or less for this.


Jamie gives her a breakdown of where they are with various accounts. He tells her nothing she doesn’t already know, but it functions as an opportunity to review matters in the light of any new developments, and to prioritise accordingly. Theoretically, it also allows her to delegate, but that’s not going to happen. That’s when things go wrong.


Her eyes stray towards her mobile as Jamie speaks. There’s been a dozen alerts since, but she is thinking about the text from L stating when his flight is due in. She can picture his face as he urges her to let someone else shoulder some of the burden, or at least the scut work, so that they can spend a few more waking hours together. There’s a part of her that wants that, but that’s the part of her she’s afraid of. She can’t afford any oversights. In this job, control is everything.


L scores points for never actually using the word ‘workaholic’ but she knows she’s one of the few people this cliché could be accurately applied to. It’s an addiction for sure. Ivy knows, because she’s been back and forth on most of the other ones: drinking, drugs, eating, not eating, stealing, and of course, sex. Someone once said of alcohol that the crucial thing is to be getting more from it than it takes from you. Work is the one thing that distinction has proven true of. It is the one addiction that has served her.


Jamie has bought her ‘lunch’ first thing, as per: a bottle of still water and an apple. He puts this meagre offering down on the desk and stares at it a moment, plucking up the courage to state his concern. He makes it sound breezy to disguise the fact that he knows it’s none of his business but he’s wading in nonetheless.


‘I don’t know how you can function on so few calories.’


If it was anyone else in here, she’d add a few more calories by biting their heads off, but she likes Jamie. She knows that’s probably not a good thing – for him, anyway. He deserves better. He is genuine and solicitous, with an eagerness that is not purely career-driven. All of which will get him abused.


‘I burn fuel very efficiently,’ she replies.


This is a paraphrase of something L said to her: his typically elliptical and sensitive way of suggesting she might be unhealthily thin.


‘You wouldn’t like me if I was fat,’ she’d told him, a banality intended to shut the issue down.


‘Who says I like you?’ he had hit back.


But she knows he does. That’s the problem.


To think that she slept with him that first time because she thought he was a safe bet: and by safe bet she doesn’t mean someone she was guaranteed to tempt back to her place within hours of meeting. She means someone she was sure would get lost sharpish after. A safe bet that he detested her as much as she detested him; that it was a mutually understood grudge-fuck.


Her judgement has proved way off on this one, which worries her, but L will soon go the way of all the rest. It’s been almost two months, and that’s roughly how long it takes for them to see who she is. Or rather, the point at which she ditches them before they begin to see who she is.


Jamie is hovering, his hesitation telling her not only what he is about to mention but inadvertently how he feels about it. When he speaks he does an impressive job of sounding neutral, but it’s already too late. Even without the momentary reluctance, she’d have picked up on details in his intonation, and the briefest involuntary pause before he mentions the name of the prospective client.


‘Sir Jock would like a meeting to discuss whether you’ve had any further thoughts on the DKG thing ahead of the client dinner.’


Any further thoughts. Deftly self-insulating as ever on the part of the boss, Sir Jock Davidson. He’s known in the game as Raffles, as in the gentleman thief, in reference to his rapacious billing practices. Like her, he is aware of the nickname and has embraced it, but there are other aspects of his reputation he is more protective of. That’s why he wants her to make his mind up for him, and by that she further understands that he wants her to take the blame if she gets it wrong.


This is a firm where they are necessarily flexible with regard to the ethics of who they represent and what means they deploy in the service of that representation. But even here there is some division over whether they should go down the road DKG wants them to. For some – such as Jamie – it comes down to moral squeamishness; but for the likes of Sir Jock and the other partners, their reservations relate to potential blowback for the shop.


Any further thoughts. Ivy’s had plenty, yes. And one of them is that you’re not much of a PR outfit if you don’t believe that come the worst, you can always launder your own reputation.


‘I’ve still to make a final decision,’ she tells Jamie. He tries to hide it, but she can see a hint of sadness in his expression. He believes she has already made up her mind. He’s probably right.


She wakens to see L standing in the doorway. She was sleeping light despite the alcohol, aware that he was due here sometime in the night. She feels woozy as she sits up, not quite sure whether she’s already hung-over or still drunk. She sharpens at the sight of him, though. It’s game time. She sits up so that he can see she’s naked, and her movement causes the figure alongside her to stir. Peter, she thinks his name is. He works for DKG, and they met at the client dinner earlier in the evening.


She had detected something irresistibly calculating and self-assured about him: coldly analytical, reading his environment for possibilities the second the business part of the meal was concluded. It had given rise to just this flash of a moment, their eyes meeting and recognising the same thing in each other. She had leaned over deliberately, pretending to retrieve something from her bag but making sure her blouse fell open just enough. She caught him looking. It was something she could have used any way she wished: made him uncomfortable, pretended to take offence. Tonight though, she had thought of L and simply decided: it’s time, and you’ll do.


But not before a few more martinis and a couple of lines.


There is a thumping in her head, behind one eye especially. She tells herself it’s a hangover symptom, but it usually means something else: stress.


Peter sees the figure in the doorway and sits bolt upright.


‘Oh, fuck.’


He gets the picture pretty quickly. Fright and panic give way to feeling embarrassed and apologetic. He’s looking from L to her and back again. Give him this much, he knows which one to feel sorry for.


L by contrast looks shell-shocked. He just doesn’t get it, didn’t see it coming at all, and why would he? She gave him the entry code only a week ago, before his trip, and this is the first time he’s used it. It was ostensibly a gesture of opening up, taking the next step. Maybe a tiny part of her even believed that at the time. But a larger part knew that she was giving it to him so he could come in and find something like this. It wasn’t the first time she’d ended one this way.


He still hasn’t said anything. They’ve usually made it to the wounded male pride stage by this point. Sometimes they even cry, which she has enjoyed in some instances. She doesn’t think she could take that tonight, though.


‘You should just go,’ she states.


Peter responds by getting to his feet and reaching for his clothes. She’s actually talking to L, but Peter can get lost too.


She fears that she’s going to be sick. It’s not pleasant, but nonetheless, there’s something reassuring about the familiarity of the sensation, and of the moment: getting rid of a problem. Getting rid of a threat.


Finally, L finds his voice.


‘There’s something wrong with you.’


‘Hardly a scoop. You know, they say that when someone tells you who they really are, you should listen.’


L steps aside momentarily as Peter ambles awkwardly past, clutching his clothes. He’s so spooked he walks right out the front door, presumably intending to get dressed in the lobby.


L waits for the door to close before he speaks again.


‘You wanted me to see this.’


‘Brilliant deduction. I guess all the things I’ve heard about your powers of observation are correct.’


There is an easeful coldness to her delivery. It comes readily enough but on this occasion it feels like an act. It puts her at one remove, saves her from truly feeling anything. This is particularly valuable tonight, because what she is feeling frightens her.


‘Look, this is a mess, but this doesn’t have to be it,’ he says. ‘We can talk. You can talk. I can listen. Believe me, I can listen.’


Ivy swallows.


‘You can fuck off…’


She pauses at the end, aware the sentence is incomplete. She stopped herself saying his name, because the only one she’s ever regularly called him by is a term of affection. Right from the off, it was a pet name: an inside joke, his middle initial. L. Lately when she sees it flash up on her phone, she’s become afraid it might stand for something else. That’s why she had to do this.


He doesn’t slam the door. It would be easier if he did. He closes it softly, considerately, like everything else he does.


She tells herself this is in his best interest, that he deserves better. This part is true. She tells herself that she doesn’t deserve him. This part is true also.


She tells herself it is what she wants. This part is not.


She looks at her mobile to check the time. It’s half past three, which means she’ll have to decide whether her next move is to have a coffee and get up or to down some Glenmorangie and hopefully manage a couple more hours’ sleep. Either way she needs a shower after what she just did. And she doesn’t mean the sex.


As she stands under the jets and the wetroom fills with steam, she hears a buzzing from one wall, where her phone and iPad are lodged in waterproof pouches. Instinctively she calculates what the time is in various cities as she wonders who it could be. She is already moving her mind into the workspace, away from the shit she just went through. Business always serves her.


She wipes condensation from the plastic and sees the name of the caller. It’s her sister, Marion. Ivy hasn’t responded to her in three years, instantly deleting the voicemail messages she has occasionally left. She declines as a matter of reflex but then asks herself why Marion of all people would be calling at this hour.


It’s a question to which she immediately realises there can be only one answer.


She turns off the water and fishes the mobile from the pouch, preparing to return the call. Before she can do so, it buzzes again. Ivy presses to accept and holds the handset to her face.


Marion communicates everything in just two words.


‘It’s Dad.’
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Amanda


‘Amanda, you almost done, babe? The taxi’s gonna be here any minute.’


Kirsten’s words bounce their way along the corridor and reverberate around the room, causing me to glance anxiously to where Arron is asleep in his car seat. I can’t afford to have him wake up right now, and he tends to respond to his mother’s voice like siren song. To my ears it’s less song and more siren, but I guess I’m not as used to her accent.


I’m having what feels like my fourteenth attempt to reconfigure the contents of a suitcase so that I can close the goddamn thing. It’s like some kind of extreme 3D version of Candy Crush, with all my efforts undermined by the suspicion that the task might actually be impossible. Kobayashi Maru. We’re only going away for a week and yet there’s more stuff needing fitted into this case than I’ve brought from Canada for a stay of three months. Who knew babies could need so much equipment? You’d think we were planning on occupying Portugal, not vacationing there.


I take a breath and bite back a response to Kirsten hassling me. It’s not like the lady of the house has been a lot of help. She seemed more concerned with making sure she’s got her gym gear and her beach wardrobe looked out, and consequently left packing the baby’s stuff to me. As a result, despite the amount of shit I’m trying to jam into the case, I am dogged by the anxiety that I may have forgotten something.


I think Kirsten must be wrong anyways: the taxi isn’t due until eight.


I look at my watch and with a jolt it registers that it’s ten to.Where the hell has the time gone? Last time I checked, it was just gone seven. I haven’t even organised my own shit yet. Truth is, I’ve barely unpacked it. I arrived here in Stirling from Toronto less than forty-eight hours ago, with no idea I was going to be back on a plane so soon.


Vince and Kirsten are friends of my parents, or Vince is at least. They never met Kirsten. I think maybe he was their lawyer at some point, back in the day, but the details are fuzzy, mainly because I wasn’t paying attention when they talked about it. I was too fixed upon the fact that Vince had offered the opportunity to come and stay in Scotland over the summer, before I start college in the autumn. I stopped listening after that because my head was already filling with the possibilities.


It was a chance to base myself in the UK for three months, see some sights, maybe do a bit of travelling. The deal was that I would get to stay for free, and even get some spending money, in return for helping out with their kid. I didn’t need to be asked twice. Who doesn’t love babies?


Yeah, it all sounded pretty good when I got on the plane at YYZ. Not so much now that I’m in the middle of it. On the basis of what’s happened so far, my side of the deal appears to be not so much helping out as doing all of Kirsten’s job as a mother for her.


I yawn, my fatigue not doing much for my judgement in trying to solve this puzzle against a ticking clock. The kid kept me awake most of the night. Or rather, it would be more accurate to say that I couldn’t get to sleep until the small hours because of the time difference, and then the point at which I finally nodded off seemed to coincide with the point at which Arron woke up and decided it was morning. It gets bright here real early, I have discovered, after failing to deduce the significance of a blackout shade when I drew the curtains the night before. Like an idiot I had thought: what the hell is that doing in here? Wouldn’t total darkness freak out a little baby? Now I understand, but it’s not like you can pull down the shade at 4:15 a.m. and tell a baby it ain’t time to get up yet.


I haul two bags of toiletries back out on to the bed and buy myself more room by squishing a load of Babygros between the ridges at the bottom of the case. With the toiletries pressed back in, I am still prevented from getting the case closed by the awkward bulk of a semi-transparent object identified by a sticker as being a ‘microwave bottle steriliser’. The kid drinks formula milk, for God’s sake. It’s not like they don’t sterilise that stuff before they seal it in the cartons. (And why isn’t Kirsten breastfeeding anyways? Dumb question: I’ve already heard her talk about getting her abs back after pregnancy, so I’m guessing stretched titties were never going to be acceptable.)


I twist the steriliser through ninety degrees, which finally allows me to close the lid. I lock the hasps and haul the case towards the stairs. It’s not so heavy, but it is awkward, especially as the staircase is so narrow. I kinda thought the house would be bigger, to be honest. My parents made out Vince had money, or maybe I just got that impression because they said he’s a lawyer.


As I begin to descend I can hear Vince on the phone.


‘I’m glad you’re seeing sense on the matter,’ he says.


He’s sounding firm but trying to keep his voice low. Kirsten is still up in their bedroom, applying more make-up probably. I’ve heard her complain that Vince is unable to disengage from work and make it clear she doesn’t want it to be an issue on their vacation. That’s why he’s staying out of her earshot to make a call.


‘If you’re saying you need me to move on this as quickly as you’re suggesting, I have to be absolutely sure you’re putting your money where your mouth is.’


It has become rapidly apparent to me that one of the reasons I’ve been offered this gig is that Vince is not exactly a hands-on kind of dad. He works long hours at the office and seems to spend a lot of time on the phone or on his laptop when he is in the house. I can’t say I’m surprised, given he’s kind of ancient. Guy’s in his fifties. As I asked my parents, who would want to be taking on fatherhood at his stage in life? Now I know the answer: somebody who married a woman half his age. A woman less than half his age even, who doesn’t appear to harbour any ambitions for herself other than as a home-maker, and it appears she intends to outsource much of the home-making to cheap Canadian labour.


‘The nature of the proof isn’t something I’m prepared to disclose,’ he says. ‘No client would expect me to show my hand at this stage of the negotiation. But I can tell you this much, the evidence speaks for itself.’


He is standing in the living room as I place the suitcase next to the front door. He’s looking relaxed and pretty pleased with himself. He seemed kinda jumpy last night and first thing this morning. I thought it was anxiety about getting ready for a first trip with his baby, but clearly there’s been some deal he’s negotiating that’s got him all excited.


‘It’s not going to come down to nuanced interpretation or complex argument over detailed points of law. It’s a slam-dunk, and I think you know that, otherwise you wouldn’t be on this call.’


Looking at my watch, I realise I won’t have time to select what I need myself for this trip. As I haven’t actually had the chance to properly unpack since getting here, it will just be a case of grabbing my rucksack as is. At best I might have time to remove a few unnecessary items to lighten the load, but even as I think this, I hear the already too-familiar sound of Arron crying.


He was asleep last time I looked, and no wonder, as he’d been awake for about five solid hours, reacting to all the activity and excitement around him, no doubt. He had nodded off just when I thought: At least this might mean he’ll sleep on the flight.


I run upstairs and back to his room, where I pick him up to comfort him and immediately catch a strong whiff of why he’s not happy. God damn it.


I put him down on the changing mat, pop the fasteners on his Babygro and observe that he’s managed to spray brown liquid all the way up his back. I’m looking at more than a few quick strokes with a wipe and a new disposable diaper.


Having cleaned him up, I go to the drawer for a fresh outfit, which is when I recall that they’ve all been packed at Kirsten’s insistence. (‘He once puked and crapped his way through twelve in a single day,’ she explained.)


I allow myself a sigh. I would count to ten but there isn’t the time to spare. I run down the stairs and flip open the suitcase, where I have to fish out a new one-piece from where I so cleverly stuffed it between the ridges at the bottom.


Vince glances across as I root through the clothes, a look of curiosity on his face but clearly no intention of lending a hand. He’s still on his call.


‘Well, this is very much the eleventh hour. I’m just leaving for the airport. You’re telling me it’s not brinkmanship but for me to believe that, you’re going to have to deliver cash on the barrelhead.’


I can hear Arron start to howl again. God damn it, I’ll be right there, I think.


I manage to pull the outfit free without disturbing too many other items and I hurry back, but as I crest the stairs I see that Kirsten has reached the doorway before me.


‘You’ve left him lying there on the mat, naked and unattended?’ she asks, making it sound like I’ve lain him out in the snow for wolves to feast on. Kirsten’s from a place in England called Essex, and her accent makes me wonder if everyone there speaks with a constant edge of aggression.


‘I needed a fresh Babygro and they were all in the case. This one’s covered in poop.’


‘You should have shouted me in. He’ll catch a chill. It’s freezing in here.’


It really isn’t, but I’m not about to argue. I kneel down and get busy putting on the new diaper, Arron howling in response. Flustered, I put it on back to front. Kirsten sighs as if I am hopeless and nudges me out the way.


The effect is remarkable. The kid just stops crying, then stares at his mom like he’s entranced. Kirsten has also undergone a rapid transformation, her scowl and sharpness replaced by soft cooing noises as she does up the buttons.


She hands him to me with the instruction to put him back in his car seat ready for the trip, which is when Vince appears in the doorway.


‘Is that the taxi?’


He has a sheepish expression.


‘No, but it’s due any moment.’


‘What is it?’ Kirsten asks, interpreting that an announcement is coming.


‘Look, I’m really sorry, honey. I’m going to have to catch up to you all at the airport.’


‘Oh, you have got to be joking me,’ his wife replies, in a tone that says the explanation had better be tip-top.


‘Just got to run…’ he sighs mid-sentence, ‘past the office, sort one thing.’


‘Vince, you said—’


‘One thing. And believe me, you’ll be happy I did it. This is worth a lot of money, but I have to tie it up now.’


This seems to change her tune. She checks her watch.


‘Have you got time?’


‘Honestly, I’ll be a couple of minutes at the office. You get the bags checked and I’ll catch up to you in Departures. We’ll be toasting this with Champagne, I promise you.’




2018


Celia


Celia is thinking of Max as she lifts her shoes from a grey plastic tray in the Glasgow Airport security area. She can hear his voice, the things he used to say when he was standing here beside her doing this.


‘It’s a pretty poor return on effort for those Islamists who aspired towards a worldwide caliphate. Though I suppose that subjecting millions of people to a tedious inconvenience only necessitated by their threats of violence is a fitting achievement. Religion’s principal impact throughout human history has largely been one of pointlessly making things harder than they need to be.’


Her reflection is interrupted by a voice that hauls her back to the here and now.


‘I was so sorry to hear about your husband.’


The woman is standing next to her as she unpacks her toiletries from a see-through plastic bag and transfers them to her hand luggage. Celia strives to place her for a moment, then understands why she cannot. The woman wears a look of warmth and pity; the kindness of strangers indeed. Yet at that moment she had been lost in idle thoughts that were a rare respite from contemplating her bereavement. People mean well but they don’t think about what it takes out of you to acknowledge a loved one’s death over and over again.


Celia draws upon her depleted reserves of inner strength to offer a sincere smile and say simply: ‘Thank you.’


She feels like she’s been crying for days. She hasn’t, but each onset takes her back to the same feelings, seemingly erasing the periods in between.


The woman’s expression changes suddenly and she appears acutely uncomfortable. Celia identifies the moment it occurs to her that she has just intruded upon the grief of a complete stranger, someone she has never met, albeit to offer condolences. It happens. Her face was all over the media in the days after Max’s death. People recognise her and react to the familiarity. It is an extra burden upon her grief, during what ought to be a most private time.


It has been hard enough dealing with friends and acquaintances. On the surface it appears they are offering her something, an act of solicitousness, but inside it feels like she is the one doing them a courtesy: allowing them to discharge an obligation. Everybody feels the need to say something, as though afraid they will be judged for the sin of omission, so she is granting them status, stamping their card. They don’t realise they are asking her to revisit – however briefly – her pain and loss when her mind might have been somewhere else.


Nonetheless, the only way out is through, and this encounter with a stranger is an important reminder that a little bit of Max belonged to everybody.


‘I’m so sorry if that was inappropriate,’ the woman says. ‘It’s just, I forgot that I only know you from my husband’s DVDs.’


‘Don’t mention it.’


Celia finds it that bit easier to forgive the intrusion now; indeed, she can’t help feeling a little glow as she recalls the days when she would be recognised for who she was rather than who she was married to. In fact, there was a time when Max would have been primarily referred to as Celia Wilde’s husband, but she had long since made her peace with the inversion. Life is all about finding new roles, welcoming different phases. Wife, mother, grandmother; love, family, birth and, unfortunately, death.


It’s the constant remembering that’s hardest: briefly forgetting and then being reminded that he’s gone. Waking up in the morning, coming to slowly and expecting to find him there, seeing that he’s not and being hit once again with the knowledge that he never will be again. She wasn’t ready for how it could catch her dozens of times a day. The many micro-plans that factor him in, out of habit and reflex. What to have for dinner. What they need from the supermarket. Pondering whether to go out for a walk now or wait until Max is finished whatever he is working on and comes downstairs from his office, his sanctuary as he called it. Hearing the phone ring and briefly wondering whether to leave it for him to answer.


It’s like being repeatedly slapped in the face. She wishes she could get her brain to accept it, to stop anticipating his presence every moment, but that’s what you condemn yourself to when you’ve been married to someone for close to fifty years.


One of the things she’s been reading about bereavement is that she will need to work on recovering her identity as an individual rather than half of a couple. Memories of those earlier times will help, but they feel woefully ill-matched to the weight they are up against. Right now, the greatest comfort is that she has always been part of something else: her family.


This thought prompts her to reply to the text Marion sent her a while ago, asking where she’s gotten to. Celia lets her know that she is just coming out of Security and about to go through the duty free. She dallies awhile amidst the perfumes, accepting the attentions of the women offering scent samples. A strapping young man in a stylishly informal kilt offers her a whisky liqueur from a tray, a dozen thimble-sized drams laid upon a silver salver. Ordinarily she wouldn’t even think about it at this time of the morning, but she is on holiday, and God knows she deserves some indulgence right now.


‘Can I interest you in a wee snifter, ma’am?’


‘Any excuse to tarry next to you in that fine garment, young man.’


There’s a sparkle in his eye as he smiles in response. He knows how to take a compliment. She likes that.


She knocks back the liqueur, sweet on the tongue with a hint of a burn going down. She only realises how much she needed it as it hits her system.


As she emerges from the duty-free area, she can see Marion waiting for her at Starbucks, holding two coffees. Her daughter looks her age and more: mid-forties and weary with it. Celia doesn’t know why that should seem surprising. Maybe it’s just that she has all these images of her at different stages in her life and she is always expecting to see a younger version. It’s silly. Marion is a grandmother herself now, after all.


Celia accepts one of the coffees and leans into her daughter for a brief hug.


‘How are you doing?’ Marion asks.


‘Oh, you know. As well as can be expected. I’ve only cried twice today, though it’s early yet.’


Marion nods.


Celia takes a sip of the coffee, which tastes bitter after the sweetness of the liqueur.


‘Is there vanilla in this?’


Marion looks defensive.


‘No. You take it without sugar, I know that.’


‘Actually, sometimes I like a little bit of syrup. When it’s a latte.’


‘I didn’t know.’


Celia sighs.


‘It doesn’t matter. How are you doing?’


‘OK, considering.’


‘You look a little tired.’


‘I didn’t sleep great.’


‘Maybe it’s just that jacket. I’m not sure the colour is the ideal complement for your skin tone.’


Poor Marion. She never did know quite how to dress herself. ‘She gets that from me,’ Max used to say. No point in chiding her for it though. She wasn’t going to change.


‘Perhaps we all just need some sun,’ Celia says. ‘I’m certainly looking forward to wearing something a little more flamboyant. I’ve had to move from the winter wardrobe right into mourning dress. The hardest thing is being aware that people might be judging you for, I don’t know, some kind of sartorial impropriety if you’re not going around in black.’


‘You know, Victorian widows had to wear mourning garb for two years and a month,’ Marion says.


Celia doesn’t see how this is supposed to be helpful.


‘Max would want me in bright colours. I know that much.’


They proceed towards the main body of the departure lounge, which is like an over-lit shopping mall these days.


‘Ken ran into a friend,’ Marion says. ‘He was blethering away outside Dixons. He’ll catch up.’


Ken is Marion’s husband. Boring Ken, the plumber. He’s nice enough, and their marriage certainly went the distance, but Celia has never been able to get past the thought that Marion could have done better. Perhaps every mother feels that way about her daughter.


Celia leads Marion into WH Smith. She already has her Kindle but she likes to browse the books and magazines, part of a pre-flight ritual. They are standing next to the airport exclusives when she turns her gaze across the concourse towards the permanently bustling Starbucks. Marion notices that something has caught her eye.


‘What?’ Marion asks.


‘Think I just saw Vince.’


‘From the villa next door? He must be on the same flight. Where is he?’


‘Don’t look.’


‘Over in Starbucks?’


‘I said don’t look. He hasn’t seen us, so we’ve got away with it. We’ll be seeing plenty of him soon enough.’


‘Didn’t you say his wife was pregnant the last time you were over? October, wasn’t it?’


‘That’s right. She’d have been due sometime in the new year. Though to be honest, when I found out she was pregnant I was astonished. I wasn’t sure she was old enough to be menstruating. Best watch out: she might be in here too, buying herself a comic and some sweeties.’


‘Mother,’ Marion scolds, but she’s laughing with it.


‘Now, what about Hugh and Maggie and the wee one?’ Celia asks. ‘Are they here in the departure lounge or are they due in soon?’


Marion looks confused.


‘They’re meeting us at the villa.’


‘But I thought we were all meeting up here and getting the same flight?’


‘Why would they do that? They’re flying from Manchester.’


‘And Rory?’


‘He’s changing in London off a flight from San Francisco.’


‘Didn’t we agree we should all meet up at Glasgow and fly on to Faro together?’


‘You mentioned it, Mum, but it was way too complicated.’


Celia can’t suppress a sigh.


‘I just miss the days when we all went on the same plane.’


‘We weren’t all coming from five different places back then. The main thing is that we’re all going to be there at the villa.’


‘All of us?’ Celia asks pointedly.


Marion doesn’t say anything at first.


Celia is not sure what answer she even wants to hear, though she knows what Max would have wanted, so she lets that be her guide.


‘That remains to be seen,’ Marion eventually replies.


‘All I ever wanted was for us all to be together at the villas one more time, like it used to be. That’s what Max wanted too. It’s just such a shame it’s taken his death for it to happen.’


‘I invited her as you requested, but that’s as much as we can do. It’s not like she doesn’t know where to find us, or that she’s not welcome.’


‘She knew all that about the funeral, but she didn’t come to that,’ Celia notes.


‘She’s still very paranoid about her privacy, concerned it wouldn’t be too difficult for someone to join the dots.’


‘It was a small private service. Not some huge public affair.’


‘Yes, and that would have made it even easier to single her out. It was private inside the building, but there were cameras and a couple of reporters in the grounds of the crematorium.’


‘I suppose. She’s not the only one it affected, though. She seems to forget that.’


Marion says nothing, which means she disagrees but isn’t prepared to get into why.


The service was difficult: moments of feeling nothing interspersed with the fear of totally losing it in front of everyone. She had numbed herself. She was supposed to be thinking about him, and everybody was talking about him, but the whole time she was banishing him from her mind. It was the only way to get through it.


The holiday is going to be painful in its own way, but she knows it will help her heal. It will help the whole family to heal. The funeral was merely a ceremony. This will be his memorial: everyone who loved him gathered in a place where they shared so much happiness down the years. They returned time and again to the villas, each visit building new memories on the strong foundations of the last.


Until.


So much was taken away from her in that one night. Even in the early shock and grief, what none of them realised was that the tragedy was merely the beginning of their ordeal.


People talk about adding insult to injury. They have no idea.
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Amanda


An alert on my phone tells me that K-Xander29 has posted a response video to my latest effort. Previously I’d have been able to just drop everything and watch it, then start composing a counterargument, but Arron is wriggling in his buggy, a frustrated look on his little face which I have already learned to recognise as a pre-cry expression. Kid seems to have like zero attention span.


I’ve been told the flight from Glasgow to Portugal will be around three hours. This sounded like nothing at the time, coming soon after my seven-hour flight from Toronto. However, trying to keep this little guy from kicking off here in the departure area suggests being confined inside a narrow tube with him might be the longest three hours of my life.


I pick Arron up and start bouncing him on my knee as a distraction, my phone open on the seat next to me. I am scanning the comments posted below the new video for clues as to its content, but there are only four and they aren’t saying much beyond congratulating K-Xander29 for making points they agree with.


I close it again as I spot Kirsten approaching. Arron’s mom doesn’t appear to have much of an attention span either. She hasn’t sat down for more than a couple of minutes. First she went to the bathroom, then to buy sunglasses, then off to the duty-free store, from which she is returning now with – impossibly – more make-up on. She sits down amid a cloud of scent, having dabbed so many perfume samples you’d think she was a drug smuggler trying to outwit sniffer dogs.


Kirsten takes out a magazine, which she places on her lap but doesn’t read, choosing instead to watch people file towards their departure gates. Suddenly she lifts her head and puts on a smile as I become aware of two women stopping in front of our seats.


‘Oh, hello. It’s Kirsten, isn’t it?’


It’s the older of the two who speaks, an elegant woman I estimate to be in her early seventies. The word glamorous leaps to mind, but that has connotations of being showy, whereas this woman is simply well-presented in an effortless kind of way: someone not trying to look younger than her age, but who simply looks good and never mind how old she is. I immediately like her for that.


‘Yes,’ Kirsten replies. ‘Hi there, Celia. You off to Faro again too?’


‘Indeed. This is my daughter Marion. We’re having quite the family reunion over there.’


Kirsten smiles at Marion, who looks to be in her forties. It strikes me that this is still maybe a decade less than Vince, which brings it home all the more just how young Kirsten is to be married to him. I’ve been hoping to get a look at her passport to confirm just exactly what age she is, but it can’t be much more than twenty-five. Twenty-seven at the absolute most.


Marion looks like a schoolteacher. She seems kind of dowdy, but maybe that’s just by comparison to who she’s standing beside.


‘We’re off on our first family holiday,’ Kirsten replies, indicating the baby. ‘This is Amanda, who’s helping out.’


We all trade smiles.


‘We just saw Vince in Starbucks,’ says Marion.


‘Oh, so he’s made it,’ Kirsten remarks. ‘He had to get here via the office. Some work thing came up at the last minute.’


‘Same old Vince, then,’ Marion observes.


Kirsten doesn’t respond and I wonder whether this is delicate. These people have clearly known Vince longer than she has. I remember hearing he had a previous wife, and they probably knew her too.


‘And is this the little one?’ Celia asks, sensing the awkwardness. ‘I remember you were pregnant last time. What’s his name?’


‘Arron.’


‘Look at you,’ she says bending over, her voice suddenly sing-song in a way the kid responds to with a fascinated gape.


She straightens up again.


‘I’ve a few things to pick up, so we’ll leave you to it,’ Celia says.


She is about to walk away when something occurs to Kirsten.


‘I was so sorry to hear about your husband,’ she says.


Celia gives her a glum smile and briefly clasps Kirsten’s hand.


‘That’s very sweet of you, dear.’


Kirsten has a concerned look as the pair walk away.


‘I hope I didn’t say the wrong thing,’ she confesses. ‘You’ve got to say something though, haven’t you?’


‘Who was that?’ I ask.


‘They’ve got the villa next door. Think Vince’s known them for ever. Celia’s husband just died a couple of weeks ago. I met them both last time I was over. I didn’t realise he was kind of famous until I saw something about his death on the telly. Think he was a scientist or something.’


‘What was his name?’


‘Max.’


I can’t believe it. Surely not.


‘Max Temple?’


‘Yeah, I think that was it. I’d never heard of him though.’


‘As in Temple’s Law?’


‘I wouldn’t know. What’s that?’


I am about to reply when Arron lobs his teething ring on to the floor. As I bend to retrieve it, Kirsten has got to her feet again.


‘I’m gonna go get us a drink,’ she announces.


‘I can do it,’ I offer, hoping for a change of scene.


‘No, you’re all right,’ she replies. ‘Just stay put in case Vince is looking for us.’


And she’s off again, this time for longer than before. Long enough, in fact, for me to think that she has hooked up with Vince and they’re kicking back in a bar while some other sucker is holding the baby. I might have to get used to that. To be fair, if they haven’t had any help until now, I wouldn’t blame them for wanting to make the most of some me-time. I’ve been looking after the kid for less than two days and I already want an extended break from him.
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