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			Mise en place

			Stella says I should write a letter. It can be addressed to her, or to no one in particular, or perhaps to a friend. Someone I trust. Do I have anyone like that?

			I don’t have to post it. I can write this letter to myself. It doesn’t have to be read. These words are mine, she says. She says it will help. Acknowledging what happened, describing it in as much detail as I can, trying to remember instead of pushing it all away. Stella thinks it will guide me in my recovery.

			I say I have nothing to recover from. She disagrees, and lists the facts as she knows them, written down in the file she brings out every time we meet. Everything that happened that night, in black and white, read out dispassionately, things I remember and things I don’t. They’re not at all a reflection of how it felt, what went on before it, why I did what I did. Facts don’t come into it.

			Her request takes me by surprise. I didn’t think she’d get into all this after just three weeks. She’d said we’d spend our first few sessions getting to know each other. I still hardly know anything about her.

			I don’t know how to begin, I admit. She says begin at the beginning, but I tell her that’s stupid. There’s never any real beginning, unless I’m to go back to my birth, or, better yet, the birth of my parents, their lives and families, their jobs and childhood injuries, but that’s just so boring. A biography that starts with the lives of the grandparents? Skip the first chapters. Besides, it’s facile, seeking explanations in family histories. I was an adult when it happened. My choices, like my words, are mine.

			

			Begin at the climax then, Stella says. I cock an eyebrow. I didn’t come. She says that’s not what she meant. She means the culmination, the denouement, this thing I did that brought me here. That business with the knife. She says write it down, what happened, to yourself or to a friend. I don’t care where you begin.

			So, Harry: here goes.

			*

			I drop the knife on the counter.

			Or at least I think I do. I might drop it on the kitchen table. It’s cluttered with the remains of the dinner I made: a dirty knife doesn’t look out of place.

			Or perhaps I drop it on the floor. Right in the centre of the spreading puddle of stickiness that sticks to the knife’s blade, the handle, the palm of my left hand.

			Alternatively, I wash the knife with Fairy Liquid, rinse the suds, dry it with the rosebud towel, put it back into the block. Like nothing happened. Like I’m destroying the evidence.

			I can’t remember. It’s strange. It’s only been a few months. I’m young. Never did drugs. I’m not drinking as much as I did then. I’ve been talking to people, doctors, therapists: my head works. I’ve been reliving this moment constantly ever since; I’ve hardly thought of anything else. So I should remember everything.

			

			But I don’t. Each time some detail changes, and then that changed detail changes again until I’m left with a hundred different endings for those final moments of that day. I drop the knife on the counter, on the table, on the floor. I wash it and I dry it and I put it back in the drawer. I don’t wash it: the knife isn’t dirty at all. My hand isn’t sticky. There’s no puddle on the floor.

			But, no, there is a puddle. I’m sure of it. I make a cake. The recipe says to mix the molten chocolate with the cream and spread it over the top, but the mixture I make is too thin. It pours from the cake onto the table and drips from the table to the floor. From the dining room comes a boozy roar and the crackle of glass and one of them lurches into the kitchen with his hand wrapped in a napkin and a shard of the drinks cabinet’s glass door in his palm. Can I have a plaster. And in another moment, earlier in the evening, I myself cut my finger so there’s blood on the floor, for sure, and chocolate, and my blood mixed with someone else’s – and none of these details I’m drowning in clears up anything. As soon as I touch them, the certainties crumble between my fingers, and time distorts them, and my body remembers different things with many different names.

			*

			It begins a week before. Friday night, the living room sofa. I’ve a notebook on my lap – one of those Moleskine ones, leather-bound – in which I’ve managed to put down a few half-hearted scribbles that are meant to outline the lacklustre short story I’m supposed to be writing. Andrew has surrounded himself with his MacBook and his iPad and his iPhone and is working through his emails. Netflix is on in the background; I’m rewatching The Crown. Or, really, I’m gaping at Vanessa Kirby’s legs while I pour another glass from the bottle of Merlot.

			

			Without taking his eyes off his computer, Andrew speaks.

			‘So we’re about to finish this thing.’

			‘Oh?’ How many meals would I have to skip to be able to wear that kind of dress?

			‘Evan and I,’ Andrew says absentmindedly. ‘We’ll be done with it.’

			‘When?’ I haven’t found a job yet, so this could be my project. Sixteen hours every day: not eating.

			‘Next week. Friday’s the launch.’

			‘Oh.’ Probably easier to just skip the booze – that’d go a long way. ‘Great.’

			‘I want to have a party,’ Andrew goes on. ‘A dinner party, I mean. To celebrate.’

			I look away from the TV. Andrew has sunk deep into the sofa, his head against the back, legs spread out on the coffee table. His beautiful face has got a faint blue sheen to it: just last week he bought this 65-inch OLED 4K monstrosity with something called four-sided Ambilight that he keeps gushing about. It casts the entire living room in the colours of whatever we’re watching, which in the case of The Crown is mostly a cool blue.

			‘A dinner party next Friday?’

			‘No.’ He yawns, scratches his flat belly. ‘Friday’s the launch, I just said. There’s a reception after. Godawful drag – introductions, speeches, protestations of grandeur,’ he mocks with a grin, then groans dramatically. ‘God, they’ll say we’re drawing on a level with the Americans.’

			‘Shock, horror,’ I say with a smile. Guilty secret: his mistaking arrogance for confidence is what first attracted me to him. ‘What could be worse?’

			

			‘Knowing they’re right.’ For a moment, Andrew’s expression is bleak. Then he brightens. ‘I just want to make sure we celebrate properly. The day before, the Thursday. Just us.’

			‘You and Evan, you mean.’

			‘And Gerald,’ he grumbles. ‘Can’t very well leave him out.’ He glances back at his laptop. The cast of his mouth and the tension in his shoulders betray his irritation.

			‘Remind me,’ I try tentatively. ‘Gerald’s the—’

			‘The fossil we hired to help with the selection – literature – though I can’t quite remember why Evan chose him. Royal pain in my arse.’ He sits straighter and turns to me. ‘Tell me. If you were an expert in English literature and you’d been asked which of the world’s greatest works should be sent into space – no, no, more than that . . . If you’d been given the opportunity to make a new version of the Golden—’

			‘The Golden Record, yeah.’

			‘—would you just keep moaning about what an impossible task it is?’

			‘Does he?’ I ask, careful not to answer the question.

			‘At every fucking opportunity. I mean, compare the guys we hired for paintings and sculptures. I spoke to them on the phone, like, twice, and they all sent me their lists over email. But this guy—’

			‘Gerald.’

			‘Gerald,’ Andrew scoffs like the name is testament to his character. ‘Keeps banging on about how “to open up the canon is to destroy the canon”. And the annoying thing is Evan and I don’t give a shit whether the canon’s open or not. He insists on coming round every two days, “to go over the selections”, and it takes us half an hour to . . .’ Andrew pauses to stare at the TV as Prince Philip takes flying lessons, looking like an ignorant and pampered pillock.

			

			‘Well,’ I say as the scene cuts, ‘you have to agree with him: it would be quite difficult.’

			‘What would?’

			‘Choosing “the best books ever written”.’

			‘Would it?’

			‘Who can even pick their favourite book?’

			‘Carl Sagan, Cosmos,’ Andrew says promptly.

			‘Yes, because that’s the only one you’ve ever read.’

			‘Not true.’

			‘Oh yes, you also read the sequel.’

			‘Pale Blue Dot,’ Andrew confirms.

			A warm breeze drifts in through the open window nearby, but to me it feels cold, smelling of frost and wet forest.

			‘In any case, the dinosaur likes rabbit.’

			‘Sorry, what?’

			‘Gerald – the dinosaur – likes rabbit. Like, braised or something, whatever that means.’

			‘It’s fried and stewed.’

			‘What?’

			I mute the television as someone in the scene is about to start another speech. ‘Braised rabbit. You fry it briefly and then you let it stew.’

			‘So you can make it,’ Andrew concludes, turning back to his laptop now that the TV sound is off. I stare at him.

			‘Andrew,’ I begin, ‘correct me if I’m wrong—’

			‘I love correcting you.’ He grins at me over his screen.

			‘—but didn’t you and Evan, only three years ago, sell your own company?’

			

			‘What’s that got to do—’

			‘There are, literally, millions of pounds in your bank account—’

			‘Our bank account.’

			‘So call a bloody caterer.’

			‘I like it when you say “bloody”. Makes you sound like a proper English lady. Oh, come on,’ he cajoles when he catches sight of my expression, ‘calling in a caterer would lack the personal touch.’

			‘I’m a vegetarian.’

			‘You don’t have to eat it, do you? And you’ve got the time. It’s just a starter – make whatever you want – then the rabbit, then a chocolate cake: Evan’s favourite,’ he explains. ‘I just want us to have a good time.’

			‘Matter of good booze, I’d say.’

			‘Well yes,’ Andrew allows with a smile, ‘but if wine’s all we’re serving we’re sure to have rather a short evening.’

			‘Fine,’ I sigh. ‘All right.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Cheers, darling.’ He leans over to kiss me.

			‘What time d’you want to start?’

			‘Seven? We’ll come straight from the office.’

			‘Fine.’

			‘Great.’

			Andrew turns back to his computer and starts some rapid-fire typing.

			Up on the windowsill, where the open window brings the summer evening in, an undulating ball of fur unfurls. Nails extend and disappear again into the old pink blanket I’d placed there, and the sleeping cat wakes up. He’s an exhibitionist, I think, as he yawns extravagantly, shows off his teeth, stretches to curl his spine into a wave, makes his front paws seem twice as long as they usually are: a display. Of elasticity, of youth, of a body – his, slim and strong – and its contrast with mine: though neither fat nor soft, never slim or strong enough. He stares at me first thing, as if he knows what I’m thinking, then springs from the sill onto the sofa and approaches quietly, perfectly at ease.

			

			I want to steal the cat’s ease, to claim the effortlessness with which he’s found tranquility in this house. He’s only been here for three weeks, while in the three years I’ve been living here I’ve searched in rooms he’s never been in and found only a growing sense of apprehension. He meows, and it’s a sweet sound but to me it feels like salt sprinkled into raw flesh, and yet Andrew gave me this cat and the cat is a living being so I sit still, don’t push him off like I long to when he climbs down my shoulder and across my chest to settle on my lap. To sleep. Imagine that. He nods off within a minute, and I force my body into inactivity, let muscles wither and joints lock, dwindle myself down into a thing, something warm and soft to sleep on. Andrew doesn’t look up. I watch him instead of the cat: Andrew, lounging in his shirtsleeves, top buttons open, a gorgeous man.

			‘Tell me,’ he begins, and his voice dampens my irritation with the cat, ‘how many does this make it?’

			‘How many what?’

			Andrew looks up, at me and then at the TV screen. ‘Times you’ve watched this?’

			‘Oh, don’t start again.’

			‘You’ve ribbed me about only ever reading books about space—’

			

			‘Out-of-date ones.’

			‘—but when I first met you, you read all the time, and now you only—’

			‘—watch The Crown,’ I finish. ‘Or some such.’

			‘Or some such,’ Andrew agrees. ‘Why?’

			‘Don’t ask tonight.’ I sink a little deeper into the sofa. ‘Please. Another time.’

			He looks at me while I look at the screen. He puts his arm round my shoulders and pulls me towards him, kisses the top of my head.

			*

			I never really fell in love with Andrew, I think. I didn’t realise this until recently. Back when I first met him, four years before the dinner party, I did fall head over heels, felt blushing warmth tingling through my entire body. It just wasn’t for Andrew himself. Instead, it was for his slacks, the fold down, the length of his legs, his crisp shirt, sleeves rolled up against the elbows, that glimpse of throat and clavicle, hair that’s not quite curls but not quite straight, his preppy glasses. The first smile he gave me over the top of his computer screen at the library that day. I felt lonely and abandoned and very sorry for myself and he smiled at me like I was worth smiling at.

			He was doing research, he said. After I’d smiled back and we’d both stolen glances, after he finished with his work at the same time I did and we packed our bags simultaneously and together began to walk out of the library. He had a posh voice that sounded a little distant in the beginning, though he told me later that was because he’d been so very nervous, talking to me.

			‘We’re setting up a company, me and a friend,’ Andrew said when I asked him what he had been working on. ‘It’s going to change the way people work.’

			

			‘Oh?’ I said with a smile, walking on the smooth marble floor like it was water, unable to see anything but the tall, beautiful man walking next to me. Mantovani played in my head, trite and saccharine but delicious in that moment, yes. ‘How will it do that?’

			‘We’re building this app. It’ll allow users to block certain websites or applications that are just designed to take up masses of your time and stop you from focusing on your work. Why are you smiling?’

			I couldn’t help it. We’d stepped through the revolving doors and out into the street – watery sunlight and hundreds of bikes chained to the railing that skirted the canal – and despite the excitement of having a man like Andrew trying so hard to impress me, and my incredulity at what he’d just revealed about his work, here was a tiny pinprick in this bubble I was floating in: the thought of you, Harry, how we’d met in a place so very near here, on a day so very much like this one.

			‘You want people to use an app that would help them to stop using apps,’ I teased. He looked surprised for a moment, embarrassed, but then he laughed out loud and said that, yes, that was exactly what they were doing, and it did indeed sound ridiculous when you put it like that.

			‘Last year,’ I said, ‘my mother called and told me she’d bought five books on minimalism. How to declutter your house.’

			Andrew chuckled.

			A clink, cut crystal, Mother’s red-rimmed eyes. We’re going out.

			

			I took the lock from my bike. ‘Where’s yours?’ I asked, looking around.

			‘Oh, I’m here on foot. I’m only in Utrecht for a month or two. We’re collaborating with a couple of programmers in the region – you guys make really cool things here.’

			‘Where do you live, then?’ I asked as I began to walk toward the city centre, bike in hand.

			‘I’m from the UK.’ He fell into step beside me.

			‘Yeah, I figured that.’

			‘Ah, yes, the accent,’ Andrew confirmed, digging his hands deep into the pockets of his neat navy coat. I wanted to touch it, touch him. Feel how warm he was underneath those layers. ‘My family lives in London. And Cambridge.’

			‘I have a friend who moved to Cambridge a few days ago,’ I said, unable to stop myself. ‘Harry.’ It hurt a little, saying your name.

			‘Oh, that’s a coincidence. How about you? Where are you from?’

			‘I’m from here. Well, from the south,’ I amended.

			‘Is it far?’

			‘No, it just sounds that way. It’s only an hour’s drive.’

			‘Really?’ He seemed surprised. ‘It’s that small a country?’

			‘Put it this way,’ I said, ‘someone farts down in Maastricht they can smell it up in Groningen.’

			Andrew guffawed, and I glowed with the pleasure of making him laugh.

			‘Is your family there?’ he asked, still chortling a little. ‘In the south?’

			‘No. Not any more. My dad . . . Well, my mother’s just . . .’ We’re going out. ‘She’s just moved. Long story.’

			‘Oh, I’m sorry.’

			

			‘I’m a regular Disney princess,’ I drawled, ‘waiting to be saved from a dark past and absentee parents.’ 

			Andrew laughed again, although it wasn’t all that funny, and said that he hoped to see me around sometime.

			The next day, I made sure to be at the library early, secured a seat in the same place, kept an eye out and smiled when he came in, early as well, and sat down opposite me. We both pretended to work that day, but I spent more time studying the line of his jaw, and he seemed to like my hair and the shape of my lips. We went into town together at two in the afternoon and he took me to a place I’d never been with you, some tiny café in a basement with open windows. It was so close to the canal that you could smell the water and hear the boats glide through it, those on board faffing about with ice boxes filled with wine and beer. Andrew had rolled up his sleeves, and instead of watching the spectacle of the boats, which I normally loved to do, I sneaked glances at the fine light hairs on his forearms, the knobbly joints in his fingers, his clean fingernails and broad thumbs. He drank tea and so did I, and then cups of coffee, and when the afternoon had nearly ended he asked for a glass of Austrian Grüner Veltliner. The waitress asked if he’d rather like a bottle and Andrew looked at me questioningly, hopeful but not imposing, and I smiled and said okay.

			The flutter in my belly, the rush of longing as I looked at him: I realised I was falling in love then. Again, not necessarily with him, or with his looks even, but with the kind of things he told me, the questions he asked, his way of speaking. He had that easy confidence that said circumstances had been good for him, life had worked out the way he wanted, he had a family who supported him. I felt envious, and thought that getting close to him, someone who had things going for him, would be the answer to everything. My mother leaving, you leaving, none of that would matter if I became part of this beautiful, privileged man’s life.

			

			‘I’m twenty-nine,’ he told me when I asked. ‘You?’

			‘Twenty-three.’

			‘And studying comparative lit.’ He nodded seriously. I looked to see if he was mocking me, but, if anything, his expression carried his own quiet, washed-out brand of envy. ‘I wanted to study astrophysics.’

			‘Why didn’t you?’

			‘Hadn’t the balls.’

			‘I’m not an expert, but I think I can safely say you wouldn’t need them.’

			‘No,’ he laughed. ‘I mean, I wanted to, but my parents told me it was too academic and that I’d be better off doing something practical. I didn’t dare go against them. They’d pay for all of it, had paid all my school fees in the past, so at the last minute I decided to do computer science instead. So you see,’ he shrugged, ‘hadn’t the balls. Not like you.’

			‘I didn’t really need them,’ I returned. ‘I don’t think my mother even knows what I’m doing here.’

			‘She doesn’t care about your education?’

			‘Not sure. When I got my first BA—’

			‘Oh? What did you—’

			‘English, as a second language,’ I explained. ‘When I got my degree, my mother put ten thousand euros in my bank account, but didn’t show up for my graduation.’ I took a sip of wine. ‘I didn’t have balls. I had money.’

			‘Oh, but so did I,’ Andrew admitted. ‘Your parents are rich, then?’

			

			‘My father was.’

			‘Not any more?’

			‘He up and left.’

			‘What, divorce?’

			‘Even more pedestrian than that,’ I murmured, picking up a blue Bavaria beer coaster from the table and ripping it apart. ‘He died.’

			‘Oh. Oh, I’m so sorry.’ With that, the playful glow in which we’d basked evaporated, and Andrew looked tremendously uncomfortable.

			‘No matter,’ I said with a small smile. ‘A new woman wouldn’t have surprised me. The cancer did.’ When Andrew frowned at me, I went on: ‘My parents loved each other, but because of their busy jobs they barely spoke. I sometimes think my mother didn’t particularly like him. Either of us.’

			‘Why?’

			‘We used to go out together, my dad and I. Saturday mornings, we’d walk and read together, you know.’

			‘That’s nice.’

			‘When we got home, full of stories and theories and big ideas,’ I said, smiling and rolling my eyes, ‘I remember the look on her face.’ My smile faded. ‘Full of disapproval and . . . contempt, even.’

			‘Really?’

			‘She’d been working all morning and there we were, high on fairy tales and things of no consequence, no practical application.’ I frowned. ‘That’s what it felt like to me, at least. Her silence, I mean. She’d hardly speak to us on Saturdays. She was cold and distant and . . .’ I took a deep breath in. ‘Well, anyway, that’s what I remember. Maybe she has an entirely different take on things.’

			

			‘So on Saturday afternoons, evenings?’

			‘Oh, they’d both be hard at work. Sundays too. Him in the study, she in the living room.’

			‘And you?’

			‘I had my stories.’

			‘You turned to writing?’

			‘Not writing, exactly. I pictured stories in my head. I’d lie in bed and have conversations with my characters. I imagined things.’

			‘What kinds of things?’

			‘Being left in a forest, at night, with my hands tied behind my back. That was one I spent a lot of hours on.’

			‘Right.’ He scratched his ear, the side of his neck. ‘Jesus.’

			‘It wasn’t sinister or anything.’

			‘Wasn’t it?’

			‘I imagined growing cold and really, really tired. It’d help me fall asleep.’

			‘You couldn’t sleep?’

			‘I had some trouble for a while. When I was too tired to make up my own stories, I usually read. It became like a . . .’ Eggshells cracked, and frozen grass beneath our feet. ‘There was this silence in the house, in my head, that my dad left behind when he died. Whenever I stopped reading, or imagining, it just followed me around. So I didn’t stop.’

			The waitress – blonde and very, very tall – passed and smiled at Andrew. He didn’t smile back. Didn’t seem to notice. Sparks of excitement fired in my stomach.

			‘What age were you when you left home?’ he asked.

			‘Twenty-one. When I came here.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘What?’

			

			‘I thought you might have left a bit sooner.’

			‘So did I, but then Paul arrived. He wasn’t planned.’ I quickly went on, ‘I was still very young, but my mother . . .’

			‘Oh.’ Andrew took a sudden breath, shifted his weight. ‘Oh right,’ he said again. He clasped his hands together on the tabletop. ‘You’ve – you’ve got a—’

			I couldn’t contain my smile any longer. ‘No, I’m messing with you,’ I admitted, and laughed as Andrew dissolved in confusion. ‘Paul’s my mother’s new husband. She remarried.’

			‘Jesus. Okay.’ Andrew drained his glass and puffed out his cheeks. Mortification looked unreasonably good on him.

			‘Things at home became better after he came along.’

			I thought of the dell, bare branches and dark tree trunks and ferns gone white with frost.

			‘Do you think you would have been happier if you had done astrophysics?’ I asked after a moment’s pause.

			Andrew shrugged. ‘Impossible to say.’ His lips were very thin, the upper one ending in a fine upward curve. Something very rare about the lines of his face.

			‘Is it?’

			‘The person you’d be if you’d made a different choice ten years ago?’ he huffed. ‘I’d say guessing’s pretty impossible.’ I watched his eyes: they were a different colour out of daylight, still somewhere undecided between blue and green, but deeper now. His hand was curled round the stem of his wine glass. He’d ordered another bottle, this one a Châteauneuf-du-Pape for fifty euros.

			‘You don’t look happy,’ Andrew said, and coloured immediately. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean—’

			‘I lost a friend recently,’ I admitted with a painful smile. ‘The one I told you about. Harry. Texted me the evening before leaving the country. Just a few days ago.’

			

			‘Told you by text?’

			‘And my mother told me she’s moving to Berlin. She’s there already by now.’

			‘Christ,’ Andrew murmured. ‘That’s rough.’

			‘Both on the same day.’

			‘Are you close to your mother?’

			‘Not really. Not any more. Paul says it’s because I remind her of my father, which is . . .’ I shook my head. ‘Something out of a bad movie.’

			‘Oh is it?’ Andrew asked, like he’d never before had to consider the thought.

			‘A bad movie that keeps getting made,’ I said. Ballads of the spare children . . . I started picking apart another beer mat, this one depicting what looked like a tower, a town house, and a church below the words ‘brouwerij Oudaen’.

			Andrew must have seen me withdrawing, because he went on: ‘Do you know what you want to do once you graduate?’

			‘Try my hand at writing things down for once.’ I shrugged, feeling uncomfortable about the whole thing. You’d questioned me about it, Harry, but then you’d buggered off and left.

			‘You’ve really never put any of your stories down to paper?’

			‘Snippets, here and there.’ I hid my hands beneath the table, reached into my sleeve and scratched the inside of my wrist with my left thumb. The skin was sore still. White ferns and bare brown earth.

			‘Well, if you ever feel there’s a snippet I could read . . . I’m very curious.’

			I tried to see my surroundings: the dark-brown pub, the brass lights and coloured glass, the sliver of canal we could see through the round window, the city it flowed through.

			

			‘Writing’s a form of bravery, isn’t it?’ he said.

			‘What?’

			‘I’ve always wanted to be brave,’ Andrew admitted with a smile that said he thought he was anything but. ‘Ever since I was a kid. But all I’ve learned is how to recognise bravery in others.’

			‘If you’re not yet the person you’d like to be,’ I said carefully after some consideration, ‘it doesn’t mean you can’t grow and become that person.’

			‘You’re kind.’ Andrew seemed touched by what I’d said. Two elderly women, holding hands, shuffled into the pub, sat down at an empty table and ordered two beers with a flick of the hand that said they’d been doing this for years.

			My thumbnail pushed through. The skin broke anew.

			‘Should we get the bill?’ I checked my phone for the time. ‘It’s getting late and I have to—’

			‘Oh, don’t leave. I don’t know that many people here, and you’re the first person outside of work I’ve had an actual conversation with.’ Andrew carefully pushed my glass a few inches toward me. I looked at it, but saw the room I’d left behind that morning, empty bottles, shards of glass. Pictured your home too, where I’d spent so many hours, empty now, no music, no food, no fire burning in the hearth. What exactly did I have to go back to if I said goodbye to Andrew now? Andrew, whose eyes were glinting with some emotion I wasn’t able to name yet, but which made the longing inside my heart beat twice as fast. I wanted to stay with this man, simple as that, and took the glass with my good hand.

			

			‘So how long are you here for exactly?’ I asked after a moment.

			‘Six more weeks.’ He smiled. He seemed relieved.

			‘And then?’

			‘Oh, back to London.’

			‘You live there?’

			‘My parents have a flat there I can – well, borrow.’

			‘You’ll live with them?’

			‘Oh no, they have their own home in South Ken, so I’ve got the place to myself.’

			‘Great.’ I didn’t know what to say. ‘Wow.’

			‘And your place?’

			‘Oh, I’ve a feeling it doesn’t really compare.’

			‘No?’

			‘Twenty square metres, which is really big, actually—’

			‘Really?’

			‘—so I don’t think I’ll take you there any time soon,’ I finished with a grin.

			‘You’re making fun of me, aren’t you?’

			‘Not really. Only a little,’ I relented.

			‘It’s a shame, though.’

			‘What is?’

			‘That you won’t take me to your room.’ Andrew touched his nose, very briefly, worried his lip. I felt my face grow hot. ‘How about I take you to mine?’

			I slept with him that night. He was good. Much better than most men I’d shared a bed with – would you have been any better, Harry? It’s different, I’m sure. I know I shouldn’t write this: it’s not something you’d want to read. Maybe it was, once, but I’m sure the moment’s passed.

			Andrew was gentle, in any case, which counts for a lot. I looked exactly like a girl should then: long, dark hair that fanned out over the pillow. It was wavy because I’d let it dry in a braid, and I’d pinned it up loosely, away from my face. I wore blusher and mascara and lip gloss and had drawn a line along my eyelashes, brown kohl. I must have looked good to him, from above, from behind. He was beautiful, after all. He could have had anyone.

			

			These days, I’ve cut my hair, my face is unpainted, and if we hadn’t spent some years together I don’t think you would recognise me now. I look in the mirror and wonder sometimes what I would have looked like if I’d never met Andrew, if I hadn’t smiled back, if I’d extracted my bike from the pile and gone home. What if I’d simply left, put my earphones in, finished my degree?

			But it all happened as it did. And some of it was better than it would have been if I’d never met him, and some of it was worse. And the worst day of my life would have been an entirely different day, in a different place, with different characters, but who’s to say how it would have compared to the dinner party, where everything tipped sideways?

			Stella says it doesn’t really matter. The past is what it is, and the important thing is what we make of it. How we allow it to influence everything that comes after.

			*

			What did I do with the knife at the end of the evening? Why don’t I remember? Is it because I can’t, or won’t? Does it matter, if the result’s the same?

			I do have a few handholds, though. Things I know for sure. I’ll write them down for reference:

			I know that Andrew and Evan became instant millionaires when they sold the app they’d built. I know they used some of the money to sponsor a space project, Andrew’s wet dream, and attached a canon – one ‘n’, mind you – to a spacecraft. The canon’s like the Golden Record the NASA people once created, but made anew. Forty years later. They’ve included no music this time, but pictures of fifty paintings, fifty sculptures, and the digital texts of fifty books. They call it ‘Version 2.0’, which isn’t original. I know that, on the morning of the party, I struggle to get out of bed, as I have done for months. That I start the beginning of The Crown again, switch to Hinterland, sip beer in a coffee mug, buy the groceries that afternoon. I go to the poulterer’s for the rabbits, to the supermarket for everything else. I buy the wine Andrew likes, twelve bottles of red – one for the rabbits – twelve of white, two of Prosecco. I heave a crate of beer onto the trolley. I know that when I get home the silence will have been waiting patiently, so the first thing I do is put one of the beers in the freezer to quickly chill, lug the rest into the cellar. There’s a small door in the hall below the stairs, and a stepladder with steep and rickety wooden steps, and then the cellar itself, where it is always cool, and dark, and where blood has a strange colour. I know that it is sweltering, the hottest day of the year, and that I sweat a lot. I know that while the sun still shines Andrew’s hands struggle to find purchase, that a series of small bruises forms along the waistband of my jeans, that the smell of him disgusts me suddenly, though it never had before. I remember everything that happened in those three minutes at the beginning of the evening, him and me in the kitchen. It’s why Stella has me writing this letter. That, and what happened at the end: the knife, and what I did with it. She says the writing might jog my memory.

			

			*

			A vegetarian walks into a poulterer’s, asks for two rabbits and is handed two stringy strips of bones and flesh in a thin plastic bag. Teeth still attached.

			‘I’m – sorry,’ I stutter, in the best English accent I can muster, holding on to the bag with my fingertips. ‘The heads, they’re—’

			‘Sorry, darling,’ the huge man in an apron says. He’s standing behind a high old-fashioned counter, glazed brown tiles on the walls, lord of steaks and sausages and the kind of pies you only ever see in Britain. ‘Can’t give them to you without.’

			‘What?’

			‘They nabbed him selling cats once,’ an old lady in an even older dress pipes up. She’s sitting on the bench at the front of the shop, her back to the window.

			‘They said I sold cats,’ the poulterer corrects her loudly. ‘Couldn’t prove a thing.’

			‘He leaves the heads on, dear,’ the lady says to me.

			‘Yeah, well.’ I offer the bag back to the butcher, hold it high over the counter. Two happy cartoon chickens on the bag grin at me. ‘I’ve seen they’re not cats, so—’

			‘Can’t do that,’ he says, holding up both hands. There’s a bright blue plaster wrapped round his finger. A smooth gold wedding band digs into the flesh. ‘You’ll have to remove them yourself, love. If they stop you somewhere along the way—’

			‘They?’

			‘The FSA,’ the lady explains.

			‘I see.’

			‘Nothing to it,’ the butcher insists. ‘Just –’ he holds up a large, squarish knife and swishes it down onto the empty chopping board, where it makes a dull thud – ‘like that.’

			

			‘Great. Yeah. Got it.’ I hand him the cash and walk to the door. ‘Cheers.’

			‘I always ask Jim from next door,’ the lady calls after me. ‘Men don’t mind so much, do they?’

			‘Um.’ I imagine Andrew with a butcher’s knife in his hand, approaching two dead rabbits. ‘I’ll ask a neighbour,’ I murmur, even though we don’t have any.

			The door shucks closed behind me. It’s two o’clock. The church clock chimes, but the rest of the village square is silent. The owner of the neighbouring shoe shop sits on the stoop, nursing a mug of coffee. The little plastic Union Jacks strung between two trees at opposite sides of the square hang limp. There’s no wind. Thirty-nine degrees Celsius. There’s a film over it all, one that removes me from it, keeps me at a distance. I feel the morning’s beer in the back of my head, creating pressure there, and an ache in my throat. From the plastic bag, eight teeth grin up at me.

			‘Jesus Christ.’

			I drive home in the BMW 4 Series Coupe Andrew bought me for my twenty-fifth. One of these dark-blue, stylish-but-practical affairs designed for German businessmen with one-point-five children and a wife with her own consultancy business: high heels and juice cartons. The news comes on and I crank up the volume, listen to the lady’s voice instead of her words, a burr that drowns out everything else. I get home and the silence is there so I put another bottle of beer in the freezer, the Prosecco and the white wine and the rabbits in Andrew’s LG American-style fridge that is, for some inexplicable reason, connected to the internet. I sit down on the corrugated iron bench in the patio, take a swig of beer before it’s cold: the prospect of having to decapitate dead animals warrants the copious consumption of alcohol, in my opinion.

			

			The sun burns the back of my neck. The branches of the trees behind the pond are still and drooping. I remember a trickle of dust blowing away into the blue-grey air. I wipe my forehead and feel grains of sand shift against my fingertips, the air feeling clogged because it hasn’t rained in weeks. The cat appears, suddenly, in the very centre of the lawn, stands there and stares with blue eyes too wide for its tiny face, whiskers quivering, ears turning towards sounds I cannot hear, and it tiptoes through the grass, disappears and reappears in short intervals – the grass needs trimming – a moving black spot in a sea of green, then jumps onto my lap and sniffs the bottleneck.

			‘Want a taste?’ I ask. The cat turns away and curls up on my legs, uninterested. ‘Smart kit,’ I murmur, and feel a bud of affection burst into bloom somewhere deep in my belly. I brush a finger through his sun-warmed hair, feel his spine, knobbly and thin. He closes his eyes and drops into a doze. His ears move in opposite directions. His tummy expands and contracts with each breath. I can feel the beat of his heart in his chest, and with my index finger I press against the spot, harder and deeper and deeper still until I could hurt him if I went any further.

			It startles me. A kernel of emotion channelled into an index finger, pressing down deeper.

			The cat doesn’t wake up. He’s not really a cat, you see. Andrew gave him to me for my twenty-seventh. He’s fifteen weeks old, only a kitten. Sleeping now, on my lap again, curbing me, making me sit still. My finger on his underbelly. Once again, I lose all feeling in my arms and legs, bare feet dangling, toes touching the grass, hands falling away from the resting creature, bottle slipping from lifeless fingers.

			

			The rock against my back, that night. The animal sound she let out.

			I want to leave, I whisper inside myself. I want to get my car, drive north to . . . Edinburgh, or Aberdeen, wherever. I never want to see this house again, the red bricks, sagging rooftops two floors up, ivy on the walls adjoining the patio, the garden extending down the house’s entire length, and at the far end a pond, three trees, deck chairs under the parasol on the lawn, another tree in the corner where I’m sitting, roots pushing up the paving tiles. I want to leave it all behind, this English house in this patch of very English countryside, too big and too expensive considering how young Andrew is, the house he bought nevertheless because his father told him property’s the best investment, so after he and Evan had sold their company, this is the house he chose, an hour’s drive from the orbital.

			‘I want to leave,’ I whisper, the only thing to make a sound out here. The cat’s ears prick up. It needs a check-up soon and Andrew’s busy, so I’m the one to do it. I’ve taken him to the vet three times already. I’ve left the laundry in the washing machine, and it needs to go into the dryer. The bathroom needs a scrub; there’s mould on the grout. Andrew will be back tonight and he’ll bring his colleagues with him, and I will serve them food and drinks and listen to their conversation and laugh in the right places, and I’ll catch up with Evan, who’s not just Andrew’s colleague any more but who’s become my friend, and we’ll share bottles of wine and the odd cigarette and it will be an evening with friends, and if I won’t belong entirely at least I’ll belong a little. Which is more than I ever managed in Utrecht, or even back home, where three weeks after moving in Paul took me for a walk one evening to gently ask why I never spoke at dinner time. I couldn’t explain it to him. I didn’t want him to think I was blaming my mother for mourning my father, and didn’t realise yet I didn’t blame her for the grieving, but for the way she did it. The silence had already settled in my head and by that time I didn’t really mind – I’d grown used to it. Don’t be childish, Franca.

			

			I find my legs again, my arms; the muscles bunch and strength returns and I get up, dislodge the cat from my lap, go back inside. I put the laundry in the dryer, open the fridge to get another beer, cat dancing round my ankles trying to get into the lower shelves. When I remember I’ve put the beer in the cellar, I go down the stepladder. The ceiling’s low and uneven, and the walls are lined with shelves sagging under the weight of pots of beans and beets and apple sauce, bog roll in jumbo packs, and I stand there for a quarter of an hour, drinking, feeling all of twelve years old again.

			You’ll remark on it later that evening, remember? Not the drinking, but the ‘bog roll’. You’ll say I speak differently and I’ll ask how, and you’ll say that I used to speak like I’d stepped out of a nineteenth-century novel, but that now my English is like a posh person’s version of colloquial.

			But I don’t know any of that yet. I don’t know you’ll turn up tonight, have no idea you’re even anywhere near here. I’m thinking of you less and less – I get along without you well enough. I’m forgetting. All I know as I stand in the cellar is that same nameless dread I felt a week ago with Andrew on the sofa, that feeling expanding into every room of the house, the garden, the village, the country, all the places I have been and will always be alone in. It’s a well-worn, mostly harmless feeling: spreads from that tender place behind my stomach and settles into my bones as a dull ache.

			

			I finish my beer and go back upstairs, turn the TV on.

			*

			Often when we meet, Stella asks what brought me here. She means that in two ways: here as in her office, where I sit twice a week, and here as in the state I’m in. The first one’s easy: I’m in her office because of what I did with the knife, and why I don’t remember it. As to the latter, that one’s harder to figure out. I worry the hem of my sweater, fraying and inadequate in comparison to Stella’s sleek silk blouse, and say something different every time. Not to annoy her or to be contrary; I really believe her when she says that understanding this will be a vital step in my recovery. It’s just that every time she asks me, I remember some other snippet of my past and feel it all fresh as if it happened yesterday, and any understanding I might have had previously is upended.

			I mention the dinner, of course. Often we return to what happened right before that night, right after. Sometimes I say it’s my mother, as I almost feel obliged to: the precedent of history after all, where blame lies solely on the mother and never on the husband, the son, the brother. Other times I reject that yardstick and say it’s my father, the never-ending heart-rending lack of him, Paul and how he took his place, the loneliness at school, university, the cat’s sharp claws, the fuck against the countertop, and you, Harry, drifting away. All of it is true. These things contain no hierarchy. They’re all rather bad, in that they hurt a lot, but Stella likes to point out that they’re also not debilitatingly hurtful: it’s all happened, and yet I’m breathing. I’ve got a job, and I’m about to sign a lease on a flat. I’m still here.

			

			‘Why do you look so nervous suddenly?’ Stella asks.

			I stare at the photographs on the cabinet behind her, each one in a simple wooden frame. The cabinet itself is made of wood and looks old, and the photos look old too, washed-out colours and grainy faces, three young men and Stella in her twenties, early thirties? An old man and small children and one of a woman on a beach, facing the sea, her back to the camera. Are these her friends, family? Doesn’t she mind people like me looking at them?

			‘You make it sound lovely,’ I say. I sit on my hands to stop them from shaking. ‘I survived, yes, but . . . Survival’s a low bar.’

			‘Is it? Why?’ Stella leans forward. For a moment, I think she’s going to rebuke me, launch into a speech that proves me wrong, but instead she just takes a sip of tea. Her nails are painted a pale skin colour, and there is a ring around her index finger, a thin silver one, very simple, and I think it somehow makes her seem reliable. I don’t know why, but the feeling’s strong enough to make me open up a little.

			‘I feel frail,’ I admit. ‘Cold.’ Though the winter’s so far been mild. ‘Yes, I’m to live on my own again.’ I’ve looked forward to it ever since I came to Berlin, but now that the first step’s been taken . . . ‘I don’t feel capable. Just scared.’

			Stella doesn’t push back. She just listens.

			‘Why can’t I remember?’ I ask. It’s a small question, one that doesn’t cut close to the bone, and I want to see what she does with it. She tells me about trauma, and stress, and I tell her that what I went through doesn’t warrant terms like that.

			

			Stella’s silent for a moment, looks at me as if she’s thinking of what to say.

			‘I think,’ she finally says, keeping her eyes on mine as she speaks very clearly, willing me not to mistake her meaning, ‘the important thing to remember is that you’re the one who’s writing this letter.’

			*

			What about my dad, Stella wants to know. That ‘formative experience’. I tell her it wasn’t formative. Rather a nightmare, a disaster the likes of which I, in my young, young life, had never encountered before, never even imagined.

			What kind of relationship did I have with him? He was the parent I could talk to, I answer. He liked me for me, not for who I was supposed to be.

			‘We used to go fishing together,’ I tell Stella. ‘Every week. Well, it started out as fishing, and even then it was only my dad with a rod in his hand. We’d go out on a Saturday morning, really early, drive to one of the lakes nearby. My dad would set up shop, fiddle endlessly with his gear, his bait, whatever, and I sat next to him with a book.’

			‘How old were you?’

			‘I think I was ten when we started. Nine, ten. He was shit at fishing, to be honest.’

			‘Yet he went every week?’

			‘He had a demanding job, long hours. I think he just wanted some time away from everything. And I wanted to be with him.’ I shrug. ‘He’d ask what I was reading, and I’d read him bits and pieces of whatever book I’d brought with me.’

			‘What kind of books did you read?’

			‘Oh,’ I sigh, and look at the ceiling, thinking back. ‘Oscar Wilde. The Inspector Morse novels. First books I read in English.’ I smile. ‘My dad never caught any fish, and I kept reading aloud to him. He’d ask me why did I like this book or that book so much, and he’d tell me about the kinds of books he liked. Eventually we were asked to leave by several fellow fishermen – too much noise, too much chatter – and from then on we’d go out for walks in various places, find a nice spot, read together. He loved to read.’

			

			‘That’s nice.’ Stella smiles politely.

			‘He hadn’t made time for it, not for a long while, but from that point on . . .’

			‘What was the last book he read? Do you know?’

			A tight squeeze in my midriff. The smell of that hospital room. My mother’s voice comes back to me, clear as day. ‘I remember the last time he read to me,’ I hedge. ‘I don’t remember what exactly. We were in this kind of dell, our favourite place, and he read this whole passage about dancing stars and chaos or something. It went way over my head – I know that.’

			‘And he became ill soon after?’ Stella asks carefully.

			‘The next week.’ I frown. There must have been signs before that, but I’d missed them. Maybe I’d been stupid. Maybe I’d been young. After he died, missing him became the biggest part of my day – not school, or friends, not my mother or even my reading. Just my dad, the lack of him.

			Here’s how it went.

			I was twelve, just. Dad came home from work early. Five o’clock, just after I’d got home from school. I asked him if he was ill. He was never home this early. He smiled and said he just wanted to spend some more time with me, now that I was growing up so quickly.

			

			He went to work next day, came home early again, around four. Went to work, came home early. Three.

			Dad started working from home after that. My mother did the same. He sat in his study with the door left slightly open, and she brought him tea and coffee. He was always on the phone.

			One day when I returned from school, he was sitting in his armchair in the living room. No phone, no laptop, no papers even. Just his hands clasped together against his lips, eyes staring blind. My mother was there too, wiping her eyes when she thought I couldn’t see, fumbling with paper tissues all evening.

			Dad didn’t leave his chair. He must have, now and then, but in my memory he stayed there, sitting and staring, for days on end. Hands clasped, wrists getting thinner and thinner.

			They sat me down one evening, Dad in his armchair, me on the couch, Mother hovering. Dad is ill, they said. No shit (I didn’t say this). They didn’t say what exactly was wrong with him. Just that he’d have to go into the hospital now and then. There’s nothing to worry about, they lied.

			Dad sat in a wheelchair. Mother pushed him out the front door, took his arm to help him into the car. It took a while. I went to school.

			I came back. Dad was in his dressing gown. Dad only wore pyjamas now. Dad slept in a bed in the living room, one with buttons that made it move up and down.

			Mother bought me my first mobile phone, and she sent me to school with a note to teachers explaining why I needed to keep it on at all times.

			I went to school. Teachers looked at me awkwardly. I came home.

			

			I went to school, the mobile phone didn’t ring. I came home and found the house in darkness; I had to use the key. It was winter, but inside it was warm. None of the lights were on. There was a terrible wet, fetid smell. The bed in the living room was empty and the sheets were sticky and there was something slippery on the floor.

			I sat in a corner of the kitchen and waited. The fridge was open. The light made the tiles glitter.

			The lamps turned on. Mother came home. Dad’s in hospital. We’ll visit him tomorrow.

			I didn’t sleep. I went to school. I went to the hospital. Dad’s mouth was open. I wanted him to close it. Dad wore thin pyjamas that had slipped off one shoulder, white bone through see-through skin. He made strange noises when he breathed.

			I didn’t go to school. Dad turned plastic. Mother turned to stone. Someone – I forget who – took my hand and led me to the hospital café, put a sandwich onto my tray, soup, orange juice. I chewed and swallowed. I went back to Dad’s room. Dad was dead. Dad’s eyes were open. For a moment, this confused me. Dad was dead, and I still hadn’t turned thirteen.

			*

			The kitchen smells. It’s late in the afternoon, hotter than ever, and I should have finished the cake by now. I haven’t even started. The Queen is crowned, survives a scandal, makes a speech, grows into her role. My shirt is soaked and sticks to my chest and the kitchen’s drenched in the kind of smell I don’t think I’ve ever smelled before, though I suddenly remember the colour on the walls of the room my father died in. It was a bluish-grey, and the sign on the door was a pale grey purple, like aubergine conserved in salt. Out the window he could see nothing but other windows.

			

			Anyway, it smells in the kitchen, terribly. I lift the lid off the rubbish bin, but I remember I put the trash out the night before. The only thing inside the bin is an empty bottle of the protein whey shake Andrew drinks for breakfast, the abiding feature of which is that it smells – and tastes – of nothing at all.

			‘Did you shit in here somewhere?’ I ask the cat. I look under the table, the cabinets. Nothing. The appliances lining the counter all gleam, perfectly clean: presents from Andrew’s family, gadgets he bought for me that we never use. I open the lid of the Crock-Pot, careful not to push any of its thousand buttons, but the only smell that greets me is that of new plastic.

			So it’s the fridge, isn’t it. The cat dances around my ankles. I must have forgotten to close the door. It’s open, in any case, the door, and inside the light is off, so something is wrong, and the smell . . . Christ, the smell. It’s gone up to forty degrees outside and the rabbits are lying in a pool of liquid of an indeterminate colour, dripping through the bag and onto the lower shelves of the fridge.

			‘Oh Jesus,’ I gag, and cover my mouth. The bag leaks onto the floor as I carry it toward the bin. I go to close the lid, but the bag is open and the rabbits stare up at me. The flesh glistens, seems to crawl. Their little front paws have been turned into stumps, folded pathetically under their chins. The scent is decay and rotting flesh, and out of the corner of my eye I see the cat jump straight towards the bin.

			‘Don’t!’ I cry, and lunge for it. It’s already neck-deep in dead things when I grab it by the scruff and fling it out of the door onto the patio. ‘You’re like a dog!’ I pull the strings of the bin liner and carry it round the side of the house to drop it in the dumpster. ‘Stay away from here,’ I warn as the cat peeks round the corner, ‘or you’ll end up the same. Fuck.’ The bag’s dripped onto my toes, left a trail along the kitchen floor. The fridge is dead: the butter is swimming in its dish, and the milk has curdled. The knife lies on the counter.

			

			The clock says five. The poulterer’s will have closed an hour ago. Andrew and his colleagues will be here in two hours. The beer’s buzzing in my head.

			‘Shit,’ I murmur, and grab the car keys.
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