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SECTION I










1.


Rachel


December 1999


Thirty minutes and seven seconds before the world is due to end, I realise my husband is nowhere to be seen.


‘Half an hour left to live, Rach,’ my friend Ingrid says solemnly. ‘Any final words?’


Millennium eve, and we are in the garden of a country house, deep in the wilds, no neighbours for miles. Which is just as well, because the stereo keeps getting turned up, and everyone should be allowed to choose their own exit music.


‘Er, this is a party. Can we do the serious existential shit tomorrow, please?’ says my other friend, Polly.


‘No, not if we’re all dead,’ replies Ingrid, reasonably enough, before swigging from the bottle of whisky she’s holding.


Polly frowns. She works in IT, has had her fill lately of doomsayers prattling on about nuclear meltdowns and freefalling planes and self-combusting stock markets. Anyway. There are, it seems, more pressing issues at stake.


‘Why are you drinking whisky?’ she asks Ingrid.


‘This is all that’s left. We went too early on the champagne.’


‘You mean you did,’ I say with a smile, turning to scan the garden again for Josh. The rain has cleared from the sky now, and we can finally see the stars.


‘Well, it is my last day on earth,’ Ingrid says, then fills our empty glasses with enough hard liquor to finish us all off, if Y2K doesn’t get to us first.


From the edge of the pool, someone lets off a firework. We watch as it shoots skyward, hanging briefly in the blackness with a whistle, like a bird. Sparks erupt, the air glowing purple and fizzing with gunpowder before an iridescent waterfall descends.


Polly looks down at her whisky-filled champagne flute and shakes her head. ‘Oh, this is sad. So very, very sad.’


Ingrid exhales, her breath a spectral twist in the arctic night. ‘Right. It’s been nice knowing you, but I do have—’ she checks her watch ‘—less than thirty minutes now to line up the best snog of my life.’


‘I thought you hated New Year and all its attendant traditions,’ I call out as she departs, at which she turns, blows me a kiss, then carries on walking without missing a beat. She is easily the best dressed of everyone here, in black designer taffeta and vertiginous heels, having refused to die with them still in her wardrobe.


Eventually, I spot him. Down by the fence-line, where the edge of the vast garden rolls into a green glimmer of water meadow, Polly’s five-year-old son is sitting on my husband’s shoulders. Josh is pointing out the stars with a single finger, dancing constellations through the rimy air, showing him the universe. The sight of them together is like a friction burn to my heart.


By my side, Polly nudges me. ‘March is your deadline, you know.’


‘For what?’


‘Having a millennium baby.’ She sips her whisky and smiles. ‘Might be nice.’


From behind us, her husband Darren chips in. ‘Actually, the third millennium doesn’t begin until 2001.’


We turn to face him.


He shrugs. ‘The AD era starts with year 1.’


Neither of us can be arsed to do the counting backwards.


‘Oh, you kept that to yourself,’ Polly says.


‘What, basic arithmetic?’


She snorts. ‘So, it’s actually this time next year for the apocalypse?’


I watch as Josh begins to walk back towards us, Polly’s son still on his shoulders, gripping fistfuls of his hair for balance. ‘If you ask Josh, that’s probably exactly what he’d say.’


 


Ten minutes and nineteen seconds until midnight. Josh and I have come inside the house, where he is leading me into the yawning mouth of a long, dark corridor. The silence ticks, and all the lights are off, because the house is so vast, it’s not immediately obvious where any of the switches are.


‘Josh, this is creepy,’ I say, glancing around the galleried walls as we walk, our footsteps echoing against the flagstones. ‘All the oil paintings are scowling at us. And there are literal suits of armour.’


‘Yeah, but they’re guarding something really good. Wait and see.’


‘The party’s outside.’


‘No, the party is very much . . . in here.’


We pause by a heavy wooden door, at which Josh withdraws an enormous wrought-iron key from his pocket.


I lift an eyebrow. ‘I think you forgot your kerosene lamp.’


He simply smiles and unlocks the door, heaving it open. It groans and creaks in a way that suggests it hasn’t been used since the last time anyone celebrated a millennium.


As I peer past him, a stiff chill ascends. I can see only a flight of steps, swallowed up by a damp-stone darkness, and a banister made of rope. ‘You know, if this was a horror film, I’d be saying we deserve everything that’s about to happen to us.’


He leans over and flicks on a light. It fizzes and sings, as though the bulb’s seconds from blowing. ‘Does this help?’


‘No. Not in the least.’


‘Shall I go first?’


‘Do you even need to ask?’


He starts to descend. Nervously, I follow him, hanging on to the rope, just waiting for that door to slam shut and the light to sputter out.


But when we reach the bottom I make a sharp intake of breath.


We are in a cellar with a domed ceiling, every wall lined with rack upon rack of glinting bottles. A tiny cathedral of hedonism, just for us.


I start laughing. ‘Oh, my God.’


By my side, Josh beams. ‘Ingrid told me where to find the good champagne.’


 


We nestle down on Josh’s jacket, lean back against the chilled stone of the cellar wall.


‘We can’t take a magnum,’ I protest.


‘The world’s about to end. We can do what we like.’


I suppress a smile. ‘I’m surprised you’re not out there looting shops.’


‘Well, I would be, but . . . I actually had an ulterior motive for bringing you down here,’ he says, tugging the cork from the bottle he’s picked out.


I smile as it pops. ‘Oh, yeah?’


The bulb-light barely stretches to where we are sitting. Josh’s face is sliced with shadow, his eyes rich and dark as damp earth. He nods, passes me the champagne. ‘Yeah. If there’s some sort of biblical explosion up there in the next five minutes, we’re essentially in a nuclear bunker, with enough booze to last for another thousand years.’


The bottle’s so big, I have to hold it with both hands. I take a swig, the bubbles tart on my tongue, then pass it back to him. ‘What about our friends?’


‘Ah, screw them. They’re going down happy.’


It is silent down here, except for a soft stalactital drip somewhere in the cellar’s far corner. Above ground, the music is still pumping.


‘You were really sweet with Blake tonight,’ I say, picturing him with Polly’s son earlier.


He smiles lopsidedly, rubs a hand through his hair. ‘Yeah, although he took it too literally when I told him to hold on tight. Virtually scalped me.’


I smile too, then glance at my watch. ‘Only two minutes to go. Right. Better say our goodbyes.’


‘Can I go first?’ Josh sets down the bottle and shuffles round to face me, drawing me in to the low valley of his gaze. ‘Well, I should probably just say . . . it’s been the privilege of my life to know and love you, Mrs Foster.’


I prod a finger against his ribcage. ‘Hey. I don’t want be the last thing you ever say to me to be a joke.’


‘It’s not,’ he whispers, then leans forward and kisses me as, above our heads, the clock strikes midnight and the world explodes.


Up there, everywhere could be burning. But down here, right now, we would not know, or care.










2.


Rachel


January 2000


‘Has the world ended?’ Josh whispers. ‘Is everything broken? Burning? Underwater?’


I can’t deny that from between the clashing chords of my hangover some notes of relief are breaking through. The world – as far as we know – has remained intact.


Still. No amount of existential solace is going to counteract the effects of that vintage magnum we stole.


‘All of the above,’ I groan. ‘This is my punishment, isn’t it, for thieving champagne?’


Josh kisses me, a deep, hotel-room kiss, palms gripping my hips. His skin smells faintly of musk and moss, the fading haze of the night before. I reach beneath the covers, move my hand down, feel him smile.


‘Well, technically, I thieved,’ he says. ‘You were just an unwitting accessory.’


‘We should punish you, then.’


‘Fine by me.’ In the lightless bedroom, his fingers skim my underwear. I shut my eyes, feel my heart begin to freewheel as his hand parts my thighs.


Then, a hammering on the door. We jerk away from each other, laughing.


‘Hello?’ Josh growls, rearranging the quilted bedspread to cover our rapidly heating limbs.


The door swings open. It’s Polly’s husband, Darren, wearing a wax jacket and flat cap. This look on him is a touch absurd, given that he’s usually to be found scuffing around in trainers and ripped jeans, and is wiry and loose-limbed in a nineties indie band, don’t-give-a-shit kind of way.


‘Hey,’ he says. ‘How come you guys got the four-poster?’


Josh tries and fails to smother a laugh. ‘What the fuck are you wearing?’


‘It’s nearly eleven, you pair of wastrels.’


We both just blink at him.


‘Time for the pre-lunch Long Walk.’


‘You say that like it’s a thing,’ Josh says.


‘It is. Well, today, at least.’ Darren strides into the room.


‘Go anywhere near those curtains and I won’t be responsible for my actions.’


Undeterred, Darren wrenches them open, flooding the room with light. The sky outside is so bright it looks white. ‘Come on. Be downstairs in ten minutes.’


‘Why are you like this?’ Josh says, shading his eyes.


‘You can’t fester in bed on the first morning of the new millennium.’


‘Actually, before you knocked on the door there was very little festering going on.’


‘Ten minutes,’ he repeats, making a trigger shape with his fingers as he stalks from the room.


‘Well, that’s obviously not going to happen.’ Josh leans into me again as soon as the door clicks shut, but, just as our lips meet, from downstairs someone else calls my name.


‘Why are we friends with these people?’ I groan, lying back on the mattress.


‘They were at the same party as us last night, right?’


‘Yeah. And they were drinking last-resort spirits. They should be worse than we are.’


‘It’s the kids,’ he realises. ‘All the adults feel like they’ve been dug up, but the kids have been bouncing off the walls since dawn.’


From downstairs, my name again, more urgent this time. Then, footsteps on the stairs.


‘Shit. Darren’s sent Polly up.’


‘Shit.’


I throw off the bed covers. ‘Come on.’


And so, for the second time in twelve hours, we find ourselves hiding from our friends. Only, this time, we’re squashed into a cupboard wearing just our underwear, surrounded by fur coats that I hope very much are synthetic.


‘This is all very Chronicles of Narnia,’ Josh says.


‘If it’s between the witch and a walk, I’ll take my chances.’


‘Happy New Year,’ he whispers, and I stifle a laugh against his bare shoulder as the bedroom door swings open.


 


To be sure there’s no chance of getting frogmarched through Kent, we remain cocooned in the wardrobe. Limbs tangled together, we are cramped but cosy in the gloom, albeit the mothballs are making my nose prickle.


We attempt a kiss, to reignite what we started in bed, but I pull away after a couple of seconds. ‘We can’t. Not in here.’


Josh smiles. ‘Come on. We’ve never done it inside a cupboard before.’


‘It’s full of clothes. They might be heirlooms or something. It feels disrespectful.’


‘More disrespectful than doing it in their wine cellar? And their bed?’


‘I think having sex in someone else’s wardrobe would be a new low.’


He laughs, pushes a hand through his dark muddle of hair. ‘Yeah, okay. That’s fair.’


I feel for his hand, wrap my fingers tightly in his. ‘Polly was saying last night we should try for a millennium baby. To sort of . . . mark the moment. You know – being a part of history, and everything.’


‘Yeah, I was just waiting to find out if the world’s nuclear reactors were still intact.’


‘But then Darren reminded us the millennium actually doesn’t begin until next year.’


He smiles, rests his head against the back of the wardrobe. ‘Of course he did.’


‘It’s a nice idea, though.’


He turns to look at me, his expression gossamer-soft. ‘Yeah,’ he whispers. ‘It’s a really nice idea.’


We have always wanted a family of our own. To cultivate something good from the cindered remains of our childhoods. But Josh says – and his eyes say, now – not yet, not yet. And I know this makes sense. We’re still only twenty-nine. We both need to be ready.


In the darkness, I feel for the writer’s bump on his middle finger, the soft knot of flesh raised by years of pens pressed too hard. ‘You’re going to live a long and happy life, Josh. I promise. I’ll keep telling you that until you believe it.’


His grip tightens around my palm, pulse gently pumping. I know, his hand says silently.


But he doesn’t, not really. And I cannot deny that there is a seed of doubt inside me too. Hard and dark, a tiny stone stuck fast that I can’t quite seem to dislodge.










3.


Josh


January 2000


My particular fear of dying has always felt like something and nothing.


Something: not a single male relative in my paternal bloodline has lived past the age of thirty.


Nothing: I’ve heard the usual arguments a million times. Just a sad coincidence. Doesn’t mean it’s going to happen to me. The past doesn’t equal the future. Etcetera, etcetera.


Some days I can half-believe this. Logic hasn’t entirely left the building.


And yet . . . I can’t prevent the quicksand fear of it closing in, usually in the middle of the night. I’ll spring violently awake, convinced I’m having a heart attack, or a stroke.


As far back as the 1800s, possibly further, every male on my father’s side of our family has died young. Not from misfortune, but disease. The youngest was just eighteen. My great-great-grandfather. So in my mind it’s long been a case of simple arithmetic, to which the answer is always the same: at an unknown point before I reach the age of thirty-one, my body will malfunction in some way, and I will die.


Whenever these night-time panics descend, I do my best not to wake Rachel. I try to remain still as my heart goes berserk, attempting to recall all the evidence I have for this simply being a phobia.


My GP tried to diagnose me officially, once. ‘Thanatophobia, Josh,’ she said, with a hint of triumph. As though between us we’d just invented an entirely new subsection of lunatic. ‘I believe you have an irrational fear of dying.’


I could have reminded her that my fear, in fact, was perfectly rational. That I had rock-solid evidence running ominously down one side of my family tree. But I’d gone to her for help, not an argument. So I accepted her prescription for anti-anxiety medication, took it for two months, then stopped when it made absolutely zero difference to the way I was feeling.


It happened again this morning, at somewhere around four a.m. The pounding heart. The spasming thoughts. So I got up and went downstairs, stood barefoot in front of a grandfather clock in the huge expanse of the mansion’s wood-panelled hallway.


It felt extra-ominous, somehow. Standing in the dark, beneath that sinister wagon-wheel chandelier, surrounded by stags’ heads and coats of arms, on a rug made of squashed bear.


Shit, it’s January.


This means I have – I am convinced of this – no more than seventeen months left to live.


 


The masochists are back from their walk. Rachel and I attempt to persuade them we’d simply got the wrong lobby and had been downstairs waiting for them in our wellies all along. We are instantly disbelieved, of course, because Rachel and I are not – have never been – outdoorsy, fond of forced exercise, embracers of mud. I occasionally feel for our imaginary future children, who would no doubt grow up to have rickets, unable to name basic vegetables.


To soothe the collective hangover I cook lunch for all fourteen of us, despite some half-hearted meddling from a mid-comedown Ingrid. Afterwards, Giles talks me into playing cards in one of the many sitting rooms.


I will never not be grateful that my three closest friends all still live within a ten-minute drive of my flat. I know how rare that is – making it through your twenties without one of you relocating to Australia, or moving up north for more square footage, or deciding you’ve got more in common with new colleagues, flatmates, in-laws.


The sitting room we find ourselves in is more like a library. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, every one of them crammed full.


‘Reckon they’ve read all these?’ I say to Giles, perusing the spines as if I’m ten again and pressing my nose up to a pet-shop aquarium. The house belongs to a friend of Ingrid’s mum, who apparently got rich by renting out a vast portfolio of cheap houses she’d snapped up in the eighties.


‘Nah. They’re just for show, aren’t they? There must be hundreds in here.’


More like thousands, I think.


I picture our flat, creaking under the weight of the piles of books I’ve read and can’t bring myself to part with. They take up every available inch of floor space – the hallway and our bedroom, the living room, my study.


For a moment – fancifully – I wonder if they might have any of my novels in here. That’s what I do for work, mostly: I’m a novelist. My debut got picked up when I was only eighteen, the ensuing buzz such that it generated enough cash for a down-payment on the flat where Rach and I live now.


My fourth book was published eighteen months ago. But sales have more or less flatlined, forcing me to supplement my dwindling income with a job teaching creative writing at a local college.


Not that this is a bad thing. The opposite, in fact. It’s a privilege, getting to coach someone into becoming the writer we both know they can be. Helping them to craft a complex character or even a simple sentence, and feeling the magic of it land in my spine.


No such alchemy with my own work. I’m trying to write a fifth right now, but progress has been pretty dismal. I keep half-starting drafts, then ditching them. Rachel reminds me to follow my own advice: rise at dawn, stay rooted at my desk till dark, re-read all the how-to books I’ve ever bought. She tells me she knows my next book will be the one.


But none of it really helps. My focus constantly feels off.


I know it’s partly the fear, clouding my clarity of thought. A squatter in my amygdala, roadblocking my brain.


Carefully, I pull a book from the shelf I’m next to, flip to the title page.


‘Jesus. This is a first-edition Swallows and Amazons. It’s got to be worth thousands.’


Giles shrugs. ‘Take it. They’ll never know. Bet they don’t appreciate it like you would.’


‘Um, I know you’re the product of two ardent socialists but isn’t that stealing?’


‘Redistribution of wealth.’ He winks, holds up a port bottle. ‘Hair of the dog?’


Thieving booze I can get on board with. I’m pretty sure consumables don’t count. They go off, after all, and this library looks as though it hasn’t been sat in for the best part of a century.


I nod and slide the book back, though it hurts my heart to do so.


We each take a sofa on either side of a walnut coffee table. The room has that distinctive country-house smell: antiques and dust-choked drapery, beeswax and woodsmoke. I can’t quite decide if it’s pleasant or not.


Giles hands me a glass. By our knees, the fire spits and crackles.


I raise my glass to his, take a swig, then another. The port is velvet-smooth, but it doesn’t seem to soften the stiffness in my stomach. Why can’t I relax? Another swig. ‘What percentage is this?’


Giles picks up the cards, starts to deal. ‘You know, Jeanne Calment smoked and drank her whole life, and she lived to be well over a hundred.’


Is this his backhanded way of suggesting we break into the humidor? ‘Who’s Jeanne Calment?’


‘The world’s oldest verified human.’


‘What’s a verified human?’


‘My point is, the people you expect to die early are often the ones who live the longest. Death defies logic, mate. It always has.’ He looks up, meets my eye. ‘You really believe you’re not going to make it past thirty, don’t you?’


I could ask if it’s that obvious. But I already know it is. It has been for years. Almost as long as he’s known me.


I’ve always thought of myself as rational, but this . . . I just can’t seem to shake it. The foreboding that lives in the back of my mind. A crouched animal, permanently primed to pounce.


Giles keeps dealing. ‘It doesn’t sound like Rachel thinks you’re on the way out.’


She says not. And, most of the time, I believe her. Because Rachel is a relentless pragmatist. But sometimes, she gets this look in her eye. A fleeting flash of doubt. A crack of lightning so fast, you question if you saw it at all.


But I guess that’s fear for you. It tends to be contagious.


I sip my port, trying to hold on to the image of my wife last night. Our champagne kiss in the wine cellar. The way her brown eyes hooked to mine. How she whispered on caught breaths how much she loved me.


‘Maybe you need something big to focus on,’ Giles continues. ‘Like having kids. They’re the best thing we ever did, mate. Truly. Your world transforms.’


Giles and his wife Lola have one-year-old twins, to whom Rachel and I are godparents. My favourite thing is to scoop them up, one in each arm, and talk to them very earnestly about Tolstoy, at which they always get the giggles. And it makes Rachel laugh, too.


Inside me, a splinter of envy lodges. A split-second shard of pain.


Sombrely, the grandfather clock in the corner of the room begins to chime.


‘Can I beat you at cards now, please?’ Giles says.


I pick up my hand and try to smile.










4.


Rachel


November 1988


I probably fell in love with Josh the very first time we met.


It was November, the year I turned eighteen, and I was two months into university, studying for a business degree. I’d dithered for too long over applying to live in halls, not wanting to leave my dad, and home – even though the university campus was only a few minutes from our house. The equilibrium we’d worked so hard for felt like a spirit level bubble that had only just come to rest.


By the time Dad had managed to persuade me that moving out would be a positive step – the start of an adventure, not the end of everything good – all the halls places were taken, so I was added to the waiting list. Not long afterwards, a room became free.


We virtually collided in the corridor as I was moving in and he was moving out. He was hauling a suitcase behind him, two bags strapped across his chest, weighing him down.


He was dark and lean, a little taller than me. I took in the faded jeans and Vans, the hint of muscle beneath his T-shirt. The soft creep of stubble across his jawline.


‘How come you’re leaving?’ I said, to be polite more than anything else, though I was also secretly hoping to confirm his departure wasn’t due to black mould, or some kind of beetle infestation.


‘I sort of . . . got a book deal.’


I hesitated, not sure if this was student-speak for something worse than the beetle thing.


He cleared his throat. ‘Sorry. As in, I wrote a novel, and a publisher bought it.’ His tone was bashful, but I could see electricity in his eyes.


‘Wow, that’s . . . Congratulations.’ Oddly, I almost reached out to touch his arm, as if we were old friends.


In the sterile silence of the corridor, I felt his gaze spread through me. Tiny tributaries of heat, reaching into every part of my body.


‘Well,’ he said eventually. ‘It was really nice to meet you . . .?’


‘Rachel.’


He nodded politely. ‘Josh.’


And then he hobbled away along the corridor, weighed down by his bags, and I felt a pulse of sadness that he was going.


To my left, a door swung open. Someone stuck a hand out, wrist decorated in bangles, chunky rings on all four fingers. A couple were shaped like skulls.


‘I’m Ingrid,’ said the slight figure at the end of the outstretched arm. Barefoot in leggings and an Umbro T-shirt, she had ice-blonde hair, but a warm smile and dancing eyes. I noticed a nose ring, a neat slash of plum lipstick.


I smiled back and shook her hand, introduced myself.


‘Nice, isn’t he?’ she said, nodding in the direction of the boy who had just made my stomach spill with stars. ‘We’re having a party later. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure he’s here. Leave it to me.’


My smile widened. I couldn’t help it. ‘You don’t have to do that.’


‘Are you joking? My middle name’s Cupid.’


 


Later, at the party in the common room, as I was helping myself to more of the bright red cocktail Ingrid had not only made but invented, Josh appeared at my shoulder.


‘I should have left you a list of things to be wary of. And top of it would be any kind of cocktail concocted by Ingrid.’ He smiled. ‘How’s the room?’


‘Lovely, thanks. Although . . . you left something behind.’


His face fell. ‘What was it?’


I laughed, assuming he was fearing he’d forgotten a pair of dirty boxers, or a porn mag. ‘Just a notebook with some poems in it.’


Josh looked as if he’d have preferred it to have been the porn.


‘I only read half of the first one, I promise. Just because I wasn’t sure if it might be important.’


‘Thank God. And no, not at all. The whole thing was an insult to poetry, honestly.’


‘Remind me to get it for you later.’


He smiled. ‘Thanks. There’s bound to be a decent bonfire I can chuck it in on my way home.’


He said this, I assumed, because it was Guy Fawkes that night. But anyway. I didn’t agree. I could tell how much longing and love had been poured into even just the few lines I had read.


I started to tell him so, but had to almost shout to make myself heard over the music. Acid house, a relentless, galloping beat. Giving up, I mouthed, ‘Hey, do you want to . . .?’ gesturing to a sofa at the edge of the room, away from the speakers.


We moved over to it and sat, the cushions sagging slightly beneath us. It was a little quieter in that corner, but only just. We shuffled close together, our heads inclined.


Sipping my drink, which was dizzyingly sweet and violently alcoholic, I asked what his novel was about.


‘It’s crime. A kind of . . . cold-case procedural thing.’


‘Is that the official pitch?’


He laughed, looked down at his hands. I noticed a writer’s bump on his middle finger, a soft knoll in the flesh of him. His skin was smudged with ink. I pictured him having ideas for novels in the middle of the night, scribbling them down frenziedly with a leaking pen. ‘God, I hope not,’ he said.


‘You must have worked hard.’ I privately envied his bravery, quitting uni after just two months to follow his dream.


He nodded, but modestly. ‘Swerved a lot of school discos.’


‘Lucky you. I always hated the discos.’


‘How come?’


‘Two left feet.’


He raised a palm. ‘High five to that.’


Our eyes met. His were liquid brown, and I wanted to dive into them. The air between us felt charged, suddenly. Molecules realigning, a shift in pressure.


He asked what my ambitions were, a question I always dreaded, given I could never come up with anything more thrilling than wanting a steady job I might stand half a chance of enjoying. I suspected this lack of imagination would disappoint him. But, equally, I didn’t quite see the point of lying.


‘Nothing wrong with wanting security,’ he said, once I’d filled him in, to my relief. ‘I don’t think you should ever try to be anything other than exactly who you are.’


At that moment, another friend of Ingrid’s, who was having tequila funnelled into his mouth nearby, sat abruptly upright and projected a stream of it directly at Josh. Liquor shot through the air, a surprising volume of it spraying all over his grey T-shirt.


I started laughing, reached out to touch his arm. ‘Oh, my God. Are you okay?’


‘Sorry, mate,’ gasped Ingrid’s friend, holding up a hand. ‘Sorry. Gag reflex. Sorry.’


Josh just looked at me as he wiped second-hand tequila from his face. ‘Gag reflex,’ he repeated, deadpan.


I laughed harder. I couldn’t help it.


‘Do you want to get out of here?’ Josh said.


And oh, how I did.


 


In the distance, just visible in the purple sky above Bedford’s building tops, gunpowder was exploding, mingling with the music still beating inside my head. The horizon was hypnotic, whirling with colour and dancing light, the ink of the dark made pale.


Josh turned his body to mine. Somehow, I think he knew he didn’t need to speak. Taking my face between his palms, he leant forward and kissed me, his mouth warm and sweet from the lager he’d drunk.


I pressed my back against the cold wall. I could feel his pulse firing. Our skin was hot in the winter air. The spilt tequila had lingered, the spice of alcohol blending with his ocean-scented cologne. He pushed his hands through my hair, kissing me so deeply that all the breath left my body.


Eventually, he pulled away, levelling his dark eyes to mine. ‘I’m really glad it was you, Rachel.’


And I was glad, too. Because – even in that moment – I knew, I knew, I knew.










5.


Josh


March 2000


‘I’ve been talking to Giles,’ Wilf says, letting me into his flat one Thursday night.


Wilf is a genius. Certifiably so: once named Britain’s brainiest kid, he has an IQ of more than 200 and won a place at Cambridge before he’d even turned sixteen. Back then, the local paper was always running articles on him, and he’d get asked to do things like appear on TV shows to solve maths equations against the clock.


These days, he keeps a lower profile, working as some kind of lab chemist for Big Pharma, earning the kind of salary that still makes his father choke on his own-brand muesli.


‘Tea?’ Wilf offers.


‘Go on, then, if you’re having one.’


‘I’m not,’ he says mildly. But he disappears to make one anyway.


Wilf and I met at primary school. Wilf seems to think he’s still indebted to me for stepping in one day as he was being repeatedly shoved against a brick wall by a seven-year-old skinhead. But as I always tell him, anyone else would have done the same.


Perhaps we would never have become friends if that tiny bully hadn’t seen Wilf’s uniqueness as an excuse to pick on him. But from that first encounter in the playground we have somehow felt loyal to each other in the way that animals do, sharing a bond that seems to transcend any of the usual social norms.


Wilf’s flat always reminds me of an art gallery: almost empty, save for a few prominent pieces. Big pleather sofa, bulky hi-fi system and a huge Philips TV. He does have all four of my books lined up on a shelf, though, which amuses me – my entry-level crime novels slotted between hefty textbooks on organic chemistry and the Riemann hypothesis.


He’s read everything I’ve ever written, usually adding his feedback to the margins of my drafts. Rachel does the same, albeit slightly more tactfully and not in all-caps and red pen. Still. I don’t mind. I’m pretty sure that, between the two of them, they have made me a better writer.


Weirdly, my fear of dying young was one of the first things I ever confided to Wilf. Or maybe it wasn’t so weird. Back then, it just felt like a vaguely fascinating fact I could tell people about myself. A kind of ice-breaker for seven-year-olds. A conversational party trick.


My mum and her relatives didn’t see it that way, obviously. They discussed it in grave voices, usually bringing each other to tears, whenever they thought I was somewhere else in the house, or watching TV. And it didn’t take me long to understand why. It was alarming how quickly novelty turned into trepidation as soon as I’d given it more than a passing thought.


Whenever Wilf and I discuss it now, his brain usually reverts to its factory setting of statistical thinking. He starts talking about probability outcomes, axioms and risk matrices, at which I mostly try to tune him out. Because it’s clear – even with my non-understanding of probability calculus – that the odds of me beating a pattern scored into the sands of time are terrifyingly low.


Wilf returns, passes me the tea, takes a seat next to the fireplace. Outside, a biting March wind is charging the walls of the flat in rips and gusts.


‘Giles told me about your problem.’


I sip my tea. ‘That all sounds a bit STI-clinic.’


He just blinks at me.


‘Sorry – what problem?’


‘That you think you’re going to die some time within the next—’ he glances at his Casio ‘—fourteen months, two weeks and six days.’


I shiver as he says it. My own personal Y2K, still waiting for me on the horizon. ‘This shouldn’t be news to you.’


‘I meant more that it’s imminent. Anyway. I think I may have the answer,’ Wilf says, then abruptly gets up and leaves the room.


I just stay where I am, drinking my tea. I have long since stopped wondering if I should follow Wilf whenever he walks off midway through a conversation.


Sure enough, he soon returns. He stands in front of me, hands me a small plastic bag, containing two round white pills.


Gingerly, I take it. Turn it over between my fingers.


‘The illnesses that killed your relatives are age-related,’ he says.


I frown my disagreement. ‘None of them made it past thirty.’


He dismisses this with a headshake. Clearly my contribution to the conversation is not required. ‘No – as in, they all died from conditions where ageing is the primary risk factor. Cancer, neurodegeneration, cardiovascular disease, one of the hepatitises . . .’


The words boom ominously, reminding me of those old public information films that used to warn kids off attempting to climb pylons, or playing hopscotch on railways.


‘Anyway.’ Wilf nods at the bag between my fingers. ‘Take one of those, and you don’t need to worry. You’ll be preserved as you are for the rest of your life.’


My heart begins to pound. ‘Excuse me?’


‘As in, your body will stop ageing. Instantly. Thereby preventing the diseases that have so far killed off sixty-two point three per cent of your family.’


‘What the fuck are you talking about?’


‘Don’t panic.’


‘I won’t, if you start making sense.’


‘In what way am I not making sense?’


‘Anti-ageing pills don’t exist.’


‘They do now. I invented one.’


I scramble to my feet, drop the bag on to the coffee table as though it burns. ‘Why are you fucking with me?’


He looks genuinely crushed. ‘I’m not.’


And this is how I know he’s telling the truth. Because in all honesty? Wilf would not know how.


 


We talk long into the night. Twice, Wilf’s phone rings. I know it will be Rachel. But for the first time in my life I ignore her calls.


‘How the hell does it work?’ is one of my first questions. But as soon as he starts talking about cellular senescence and mitochondrial loss and keratinocytes and nutrient sensing – then heads off on a tangent into human cell classification – I have to hold up a hand. ‘Layman’s terms. Please.’


He bristles. ‘I really hate that phrase. The science is the science. Anyway, sorry it’s taken me so long. But, as I’m sure you can imagine, it’s required quite a bit of refinement.’


My mind is swinging wildly between elation and trepidation. It’s making me feel queasy. ‘Have you got anything I could drink?’


He makes to take my empty cup.


‘No, I mean . . . beer. Or whisky. Or anything.’


He thinks for a moment. ‘I have toffee-flavoured vodka.’


At this, I have to laugh. ‘Fine. Whatever. Bring it on.’


He hesitates, nods down at the pills. ‘Are you going to take one of those? Because I really wouldn’t recommend mixing them with any form of C2H6O.’


‘Don’t be a prat,’ I mutter, the way I do whenever he feels the need to start speaking scientist.


As he heads off to the kitchen, I just sit staring at the pills. My heart rate must be nudging a hundred. Ironic, I think, if the shock of being told I could sidestep an early death might, in fact, be the very thing that ends up bringing it on.


I’m desperate to talk to Rachel. I know she would have something rational to say about all this. But, right now, my brain is still beetling with too many questions.


‘How do you know they work?’ I say to Wilf when he returns.


‘Pre-clinical trials in the lab.’ He hands me a glass containing the novelty vodka.


I take a long swig. It tastes sweet and stupid and is exactly what I need.


‘You did this for work?’


‘Technically, no. They don’t know yet. But I’m thinking about pitching it to them. I mean, I kind of have to, given I developed it out-of-hours in their laboratory.’


‘But how do you know? Like—’


‘Computer modelling. Skin cells, grown from human stem cells. The next step would be sending results to the MCA in advance of clinical trials.’


I try to follow what he’s saying. But in all honesty you might as well expect a dog to comprehend a lecture in degree-level astrophysics.


My head is swimming. ‘Wilf . . . this could be huge. Like, ground-breaking. You could make a fortune.’


He sips his insult-to-vodka. ‘I’m aware.’


I mean, he does get paid a fair whack already. We worked out once that it equated to roughly ten times my hourly rate. Still, I don’t know anyone who would turn down the chance to become a millionaire if it arose.


Outside, the weather is getting wilder. Rain is beginning to hurtle against the windows. A storm the like of which we haven’t had for years. If this flat were a boat, I’d be prepping the emergency flares.


‘So, listen. I’d be taking this before . . . it’s been properly tested?’


‘I’ve taken one.’


I stare at him, shock sinking through me. ‘What? When?’


‘A few months back.’


‘Why the hell—?’


‘It’ll work, Josh. Trust me.’


And, in a weird way, I do. I trust Wilf more than anyone else I know. Apart from Rachel, of course.


‘Just so I’m clear: I take this, then stay twenty-nine and can’t die?’


Wilf laughs into his glass, which is the vodka doing its thing, I guess. ‘Well, obviously you can die. If you walk out in front of a bus, or jump off a tall building. But stupidity aside, no. To use your phrase layman’s terms – your body won’t develop any new plaque, or blockages. Malignancies, anything like that. You’ll be immune to illness. So, say you take it tomorrow, and your body is healthy – that’s how it will stay.’


‘Bloody hell,’ I breathe.


My mind races back to Rachel. To how terrified I’ve been, for so long – from the first moment we met, really – of leaving her. How exhilarating it would be, how dizzyingly fucking wonderful, to finally know I might not have to. To be able to live our lives entirely free from fear.


Wilf downs the last of his drink, wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘So, do you want them, or not?’


‘Them?’


‘One for you, and one for—’


Rachel.










6.


Rachel


March 2000


On the anniversary of Josh’s dad’s death – his twenty-fifth year gone – we go to his mum’s house for supper.


A quarter of a century. Twenty-five years of missing out on your wife and son, the life you built together.


Josh has cooked roast chicken, his dad’s favourite. When he leaves the table to baste it, Debbie picks up the card I gave her and says, ‘This is just so beautiful, Rachel. And I know how much Pete would have loved it, too.’


I drew the two of them in pen and ink from a photograph Josh gave me, Debbie’s face upturned to Pete’s. We had it framed, and Debbie couldn’t hold back her tears when she unwrapped it.


I don’t know if natural mothers really exist, but, if they do, Debbie must rank among their best. From the moment we met, she loved me honestly and wholeheartedly, no caveats. I love to watch her with Josh – their shared jokes and easy laughter, how frequently they fold into hugs, murmured terms of endearment. The way she lights up when we walk through the door. I watch it all, greedy for detail, hoping to absorb Debbie’s blueprint of mothering, so I can do it the way she does, one day.


In the sugar-soft light of her kitchen, across the scuffed pine of the dining table, she takes my hand. Her brown eyes latch to mine, wide and fearful in a way I have never seen them. ‘I’m scared, Rachel.’


Unease eddies inside me. Pete’s anniversary is always hard. But it doesn’t usually feel like this. As if she’s begging me for help.


Her grip on me tightens. ‘I can’t lose him. I wouldn’t survive it. He’s all I have in the world.’


It takes me a moment to grasp that she is talking about Josh. And, when I do, I realise the words do not exist to reassure her. Because how can I say, Don’t worry, you have me? As if that would ever come close to compensating for having lost her husband, and then her only child.


‘Does he ever talk about it? With you?’


‘Sometimes. He tries not to worry me.’


How much detail do I offer up? Do I tell her about the panic attacks, Josh’s middle-of-the-night terrors that have now morphed into a fear of falling asleep? Do I admit that, sometimes, I turn to look at him on the sofa and see his jaw muscle flickering, because he’s trying not to cry? Do I reveal that he has made a will, paid into life insurance, stopped making any plans at all beyond June next year?


He has been quieter than usual the past couple of days, seeming distracted, permanently deep in thought. But this isn’t unusual as his dad’s anniversary nears. A combination of grief, and fear that he will succumb to the same fate, one day.


‘Is he scared?’ Debbie asks, dabbing at her eyes with a paper napkin. Her hand is warm around mine.


I nod, softly.


‘Pete was terrified. He tried to hide it, but how could he not be? When you know that to be your destiny . . . your whole life.’


Josh has told me that losing his father felt like an earthquake. The aftershocks never stopped. Debbie took a few weeks’ leave from her job as a radiologist, which stretched into an indefinite career hiatus. Josh said she lost all her appetites – for food, fun, the future. Everything that made her who she was, obliterated by a seismic loss.


Tonight is the first time Debbie and I have ever talked like this, just the two of us.


I can relate to her terror. If ever I allow my mind to stray to the prospect of Josh dying . . . But then I’ll always force myself to pick up the phone to Ingrid, or my dad, or any of the people who love me. And they will instantly reiterate that Josh’s terrible family history is coincidence, nothing more.


When it comes to Josh himself, though, I have found it is a fine line between reassuring him, and invalidating his fear.


‘Rachel?’ Debbie says.


‘Yes.’ I pull my cardigan a little closer around me. It’s warm in Debbie’s kitchen, at her table by the battered old red AGA. But my skin has gone stiff with goosebumps.


‘Do you ever think perhaps you should start a family before . . .?’


She trails off, but the missing words are easy to place. Before it’s too late.










7.


Rachel


December 1988


A few weeks after the common room party, I found myself in A&E. I was sitting in the waiting room with one eye squeezed shut, trying to focus on anything but the sensation of having had iron filings sprinkled liberally across my left cornea.


After I’d been there a good while, a figure appeared in what remained of my peripheral vision. With some effort, I looked up. And even through just one tear-filled eye, I knew it was – impossibly – him.


Josh had said he’d ring me, as the party wrapped up. So I’d spent the following few days thinking he might call, or maybe come to see me at halls. But then the days turned into weeks. I hadn’t wanted to ask Ingrid, not keen to appear needy. So I’d resolved to move on.


And yet. The memory of that dynamite kiss kept tugging me back to him. I couldn’t stop replaying our colliding smiles, the flame of his gaze. The magnet of his body pressed to mine. Surely I hadn’t imagined it, that forcefield between us?


I was immediately conscious of my mismatched tracksuit and unwashed face. In contrast, Josh wore dishevelment perfectly, endearingly scruffy in loose jeans and a soft woollen sweater, his disordered hair framing those dancing eyes.


Several weeks had elapsed since our kiss, which made me cautious. Then again, he hardly seemed to be trying to escape me.


‘What happened?’ he asked, his face etched with concern as he sat down next to me.


‘I think I’ve got something in it.’


‘Do you want me to look?’


I shook my head. ‘Thanks, but I can’t even open it.’


‘I’ll wait with you.’


‘It’s two a.m.’


‘Night owl,’ he said. I could sense rather than see his peat-dark eyes fixed on me. His soft, curious smile. ‘Hey, how come you’re by yourself?’


I smiled back at him. ‘It’s two a.m.’


‘I came to halls a couple of times.’ He cleared his throat. ‘And I tried calling. I left messages.’


‘Oh.’ We had a communal phone, in the bathroom of all places, with a whiteboard next to it. But expecting any of us to be reliable note-takers was always going to be a tall order. Besides, there was rarely space, among the myriad scrawled insults and cock-and-balls sketches and coded orders for mushrooms and weed.


‘So anyway, the other day, I kind of . . . wrote to you, instead. A soppy little letter.’ He shook his head, as if he couldn’t quite believe he’d done it. ‘You’ll probably get it tomorrow.’


I felt my heart open out in my chest, a tiny parachute. ‘What does it say?’


‘Ah, I couldn’t possibly. I think the mortification would genuinely finish me off.’


Something about the way he said this made me nervous. ‘So, how come you’re here? Are you okay?’


‘Um, it’s kind of embarrassing.’


I considered for a minute what he might mean. ‘Is it appendage-related?’


At this, he really laughed. ‘What? No. What?’


I laughed too. ‘Sorry! I assumed when you said embarrassing—’


‘—it must be to do with my penis?’


At this, a woman two chairs away huffed, loudly. She was bleeding quite heavily from the temple, which I guessed meant she wasn’t in the mood for smut.


I put a hand over my face, letting my hair form a curtain around my rapidly heating cheeks. ‘Can we pretend I didn’t just say that, please?’


He reached out, gently tucked my hair back behind my ear. ‘Absolutely not.’


‘Why?’


‘Because. You look lovely when you blush.’


 


Eventually, as dawn was beginning to dilute the darkness, I got seen by a doctor. She diagnosed a scratched cornea, then gave me drops, an eye patch, and precisely zero sympathy for having been clumsy with my contact lens.


Josh got us a cab back to campus, then walked me to my block. Without saying anything, we sat down together on the wall outside.


It was getting light, the sky flaring pink. Somewhere nearby, a robin was singing. The morning smelt of pine needles and frost.


‘You never did tell me what you were in for,’ I said, after a moment.


He laughed softly. ‘Ah. Well, that was actually a strategic decision.’


I nudged him with my elbow. ‘Hey, I look like an actual pirate. We’re all friends here.’


I immediately regretted the clumsy turn of phrase, because – was it my imagination, or did he momentarily look slightly crushed?


He let out a reluctant breath. ‘Okay. Well, I should probably start off by saying I’m not one of those people who dials 999 if they get a splinter or stub their toe. But, last night . . . I thought I was having a heart attack. I mean, I really did believe it.’ He stared up at the sky, where the candy-floss clouds were fringing gold. ‘I have this weird fear that I’m going to die young.’


‘Why?’ I whispered.


‘Because none of the men on my dad’s side of my family have made it past the age of thirty.’


I felt a little simmer of shock. I turned to look at him, my mouth opening involuntarily. ‘Including your dad?’


He nodded. ‘He died when I was four.’


‘That’s awful. I’m so sorry.’


I’d never had cause to think I was having a heart attack, but I could imagine how real the fear must have felt. A primal kind of panic – like choking, or drowning. The loneliest kind of helplessness.


Instinctively, I reached for his hand. The world was fridge-cold that morning, but his fingers in mine were warm. And it didn’t seem weird, or too soon. It felt just right. I leaned forward, put my lips to his. He responded instantly, bringing a palm to my face. My mouth parted, letting him in for a kiss that was startlingly intense for such a tender beginning. His lips were laced with sugar from the vending machine hot chocolate we had earlier pooled our change to share.


‘I would ask you in,’ I whispered, as we drew apart after a few moments, ‘but, you know. The patch.’


‘Is it weird to say I like the patch?’


‘Yes, that’s incredibly weird.’ I smiled. ‘It’ll be off in a couple of days.’


 


Three nights later, I called him to confirm the patch was gone and my squint cured. He asked me to dinner, and suggested Sorelli’s, a local trattoria where people queued out of the door for the slow-cooked ragù.


After platefuls of candlelit pasta, and laughing so hard, for so long, that I was risking heartburn, we returned to halls, where I invited him up to the room that had once been his. We were standing by my kettle, valiantly pretending to be interested in drinking coffee, when he turned and kissed me again mid-sentence, as if he simply couldn’t wait another moment.


I kissed him back. Seconds began to race. He slid his hands beneath my top, my bloodstream liquid vertigo as his fingers hit my goosebumped skin. He moved closer, pressing against me. The friction felt nuclear. Between my legs, a wet, pulsing heat.
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