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			Prologue

			Four months ago, Cornwall

			My name is Elena Godwin. I live an ordinary life in an ordinary place, and the greatest joys I feel are the simple ones – the ones so easy to miss. 

			I laugh at terrible jokes. I stop and stare at rainbows. I cry without embarrassment at happy endings. I try to appreciate every single good thing that this life has to offer.

			We all have our own versions of ‘good things’, I suppose, depending on our tastes: one person’s Marmite is another person’s Nutella. The bright spots that shine in a sometimes grey world. 

			I don’t have an actual physical list of these good things – but maybe I should. Maybe it would be a wonderful form of mindfulness, to jot them down in a notepad, or start a spreadsheet, or get them tattooed on my back in Sanskrit (kidding – that would hurt way too much).

			But my mental list is long, and ever-evolving. At the moment, it includes – but is not limited to – the following: a cold glass of water after a long walk on a midsummer’s day; a solitary train journey with a good book; the bread-and-beans smell of a coffee shop; a sleeping dog wagging its tail; the silken smoothness of a rose petal between my fingertips. 

			That first moment after winter when you notice blossom buds curving on branches and feel the sun on your face and know that spring is miraculously coming, yet again. Anything to do with the sun, really: its rising, its setting, its light and its shade. The way it sinks into the sea-lined horizon at the end of the day, as though it is putting itself to bed.

			Some of my favourite things admittedly make me sound like I’m a hundred years old, not thirty-five, but I don’t care. I cherish them. The simple joy of settling into a comfy chair when your legs are aching. Taking your bra off at the end of the day. The feeling of complete luxury when you’ve changed your bedding, stretched out alone beneath a duvet cover that still smells of fabric softener.

			Sometimes, the simple joys belong to someone else. Like the small swoosh of the heart you feel when you see young lovers kiss.

			A group of women giggling together in a café. Drunk people dancing. An elderly couple waiting at a bus stop, holding each other’s hands.

			Kids at the side of a flooded road, hoping that passing cars might race through the puddles and drench them. A baby asleep in its mother’s arms. The squeals and shouts as you walk past a school playground. Anything to do with children, really, even though it can feel bittersweet to a childless woman. The key, as with so many things, is to concentrate on the sweet.

			I do my very best. I make sure that I appreciate these everyday pleasures, these mundane treasures, and I relish the normal routines of daily existence that allow me to experience them. 

			Daily existence, in all its tarnished glory, is full of small miracles if we pay close enough attention. Sometimes, we don’t even notice them happening – the moments that change everything, or the moments that change nothing. The moment you meet someone who will alter the way you view your life. The moment you stand at a hidden crossroads and make a choice that feels as unimportant as a snowflake, that becomes a snowball, that becomes an avalanche. 

			These days, I do pay attention. I notice as many of those moments as I can, and I don’t take any of it for granted – because I know what it feels like to almost lose it all. To be afraid in the dark, unsure if you’ll ever feel the clean caress of fresh air or drink that cold glass of water. Ever hear the sound of laughter again. Ever be able to stretch your limbs and fill your lungs and feel the space of the world around you.

			When I was twenty-six years old my world was literally turned upside down and inside out, like a coat pocket being excavated for loose change. It was terrible, and frightening, and it taught me a lot of things I never wanted to know.

			It taught me that the ground we walk upon isn’t as solid as we think. It taught me that our feet skim the surface of hidden uncertainty every single day. It taught me that we can all fall, no matter how carefully you step, or how strong your legs. It taught me that we can survive so much – but at a cost, always.

			I learned about frailty, and strength, and the way that we are all made up of both. I discovered that the human body combines amazing resilience and amazing delicacy, one minute as robust and present as an ancient tree trunk, the next clinging on with the fragile tenacity of a dragonfly hovering above a sunlit pond.

			We are made of bone and muscle and tissue, like the earth is made of a core and mantle and crust. Imperfect designs, with unpredictable flaws and unimaginable complexity.

			On the night it all happened, I was still under the misguided belief that my destiny was in my own hands. That I could make my own choices.

			Now I know differently, and in some ways that has been a blessing. It has made me value those small miracles so much more. But I also know that safety and stability are illusions; fairy tales we tell ourselves.

			Change is all around us, even when we can’t see it. Cells mutating, valves straining, friction building, all hidden beneath the surface. Nothing stays the same, even when you want it to. That’s the thing about these moments that make up our lives – they all pass, no matter how hard we try to hold on to them. The moments become memories, and the memories become stories, things that happened to someone else – the person we used to be, long ago.

			I recovered from that night, the night the world turned upside down – or at least I appeared to. Sometimes I wonder if I ever even left that place, or if in some alternate universe, a different Elena stayed: shattered, broken, buried in the earth. A distant memory. 

			Sometimes, I wonder if I think too much.

			Now, almost ten years later, I can feel the subtle vibrations and internal creaks that tell me that things are about to change again. That the small miracles may be overwhelmed by larger events, and I will soon be yet another version of myself. I have agreed to do something that scares me, that could change me, that could divert the flow of my life. Point me in a different direction. It was one of those moments: the ones that leave you altered.

			Today, I sense the tectonic plates of my life shifting; the unseen fault lines spreading. Subtle cracks are appearing where my truth is pulling away from other people’s truths; where there is a separating of realities, the intrusion of a never-quelled past into a never-whole present. A change that I have hidden from for too long.

			I lie in bed at night, awake, next to him as he slumbers – a man-shaped shadow in a shroud of sheets, one arm slung over his head, hair tousled. Small snores puff from his lips, endearing or irritating depending on my mood. He is apparently untouched by the tremors I am feeling, the sensation that everything we have together is built on sand. 

			I am amazed and envious of his peace, of his lack of fear. This is his story, too, you see. It is a story that belongs to many people. In particular, in my personal universe, it belongs to me, to Alex, to Harry. The three of us, twined together like plaited rope. I know the beginning of our story. I know the middle. But I have no idea how it ends …

			He dreams gently, and I stare at the ceiling, sleep a distant land. I am resigned to the sore eyes and fatigued mind, and I lie there waiting for daylight to bleed into the night sky and tell me it’s all beginning again. I stare, and I wait, and I wonder: what will the landscape of my world look like once the dust has settled?

		

	
		
			I

			Nine years ago, 

			Western Mexico

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			We are sitting behind Jorge, the coach driver, as he pulls in to the car park. Well, I say car park – it’s actually just a piece of pockmarked concrete on top of a hill. Everything, it seems, is on top of a hill around here. Even the hills.

			An excited gaggle of little boys is running beside the chugging coach, waving at us through the dusty windows. One of them is holding a football; all of them are laughing and smiling. It’s infectious, and I stick my tongue out in response. They look shocked then delighted, and all start pulling faces at me. I am lowering the tone already, and I haven’t even got off the bus. My mum always says you need to be a bit of a kid to work with kids, and I suspect she’s right. 

			Harry shakes his head at my antics, in an amused-but-mildly-exasperated way. I stick my tongue out at him as well. That’ll teach him.

			‘Hope Jorge’s hand-brake is good …’ he murmurs, as he starts to stretch out his arms, pressing his palms against the luggage rack and gazing at his own biceps. They are good biceps, to be fair, but the view outside is even better. The forested slopes, the red rooftops of the village, the heat that seems to shimmer in the air. 

			This part of Mexico is exotic and enticing and a million miles from our normal lives in London. Even a million miles from the hotel we’ve been staying at, really. I am excited to be here, in this place, and excited to be getting off the coach and breathing in the late afternoon mountain air. 

			The engine of the bus seems to sigh and belch as it shudders to a stop. I feel it jarring through me, my bones rattling and settling after hours on the road. 

			I glance at Jorge, and see that he is also sighing, just like the bus. Though not, as yet, belching. He is a lovely man, Jorge – physically he is made entirely of circles, a round face on top of rounded shoulders that hulk down to a round belly. I see him reach out to touch the St Christopher medallion he has hanging around the mirror, before leaning back against his seat, which has a T-shirt tied around it bearing the logo of a football team I don’t know.

			It’s been a heck of a journey, the longest and most scary stretch of driving we’ve done as part of our mini-tour. All hairpin bends and jaw-dropping scenery and frankly terrifying heights. This little bus has been our only protection against the wild world, keeping us safe on narrow roads and cool in the searing heat.

			That heat has taken its toll, though, and the windscreen is coated with a patina of red dust and stray flower petals and flattened insects. There’s been a mini-beast massacre.

			I can tell that Harry is itching to get off, and I can’t really blame him. He’s a lot taller than me, and a lot less patient, and a lot less interested in scenery. He didn’t even want to come on this trip – he’d have been far happier sitting by the pool in our posh hotel, sipping cocktails or floating on a lilo. He only came to please me, which was either sweet or another sign that we have nothing in common – I’m not really sure yet.

			Our tour guide, Sofia, gets up to speak. She turns first to Jorge, and they give each other an enthusiastic high five. If I was driving these roads every day, I’d celebrate too. 

			I know Jorge has grandchildren; there are photos of them tacked onto his dashboard, from babes in arms and toddlers through to teens. He talks with great affection about his wife, Maria, and is always very amused when we all ooh and aah about whitewashed adobe buildings – he says he prefers his air-conditioned apartment with all mod cons.

			He must be in his sixties, and he holds his round body with a lot of dignity – but every now and then he winks playfully, or puffs with laughter, and a much younger, much more mischievous man peeks out.

			Sofia comes to face us all. She is in her thirties somewhere, with deep laughter lines at the side of her eyes, and accented but perfect English.

			She has kept us entertained and informed for the whole of the trip, speaking into her crackling microphone, all the way out of our resort in Puerto Vallarta, through the Sierra Madres and the old mines and the forests and the magical places that are sprinkled across the hills and valleys.

			We had an overnight stay in what I called ‘rustic’ accommodation, and which Harry called ‘a shithole’, and which was maybe a bit of both depending on your perspective. We’ve seen astonishing wildflower meadows and abandoned haciendas left behind as strange time capsules, and the most picturesque places imaginable.

			We’ve seen so many different types of birds and animals and met so many people, and I’ve loved it. Harry has endured it as graciously as he could manage, so I can’t hold that against him. 

			When he suggested this holiday, I hoped that it would bring us closer together. Heal some of the rifts I’ve started to feel developing between us. Instead, I am starting to think that it is actually only highlighting our differences.

			That makes me feel sad and confused – I have been with Harry for what feels like forever – so I set it aside to worry about later. I don’t want to spoil the present worrying too much about the future. 

			It is late afternoon, and we are here in Santa Maria de Alto for our dinner before we set off again. We are scheduled to arrive back at our hotel sometime around midnight, and then we will be back in the modern world, and all of this faded grandeur will feel like a dream. I can’t lie – I’m with Harry and Jorge on the air conditioning – but there is something wild and free about these remote corners of the world that calls to me. 

			Sofia tells us about the history of this particular village, about its isolation, many hours from any other tourist destination. She tells us about the way it reflects the wider history of the region, and how visitors like us are making an important contribution to the micro-economy. She encourages us to visit the church, to talk to the locals, to eat, to laugh, and to drink tequila. Everyone laughs at the last point, especially the gaggle of Aussie backpacking girls who have brought a near-feral sense of fun to the whole trip.

			‘Jorge and I will be there with you,’ she says, ‘at our friend Luis’s bar. We’ll be here for a few hours, and if you need us, please just come and find us.’

			‘No tequila for Jorge, is very sad!’ adds Jorge, rubbing away fake tears. His English isn’t as good as Sofia’s, but he makes his point, and I laugh again. 

			He opens the door to the coach and it makes a familiar hissing noise. Jorge will do what he always does – wait until we are off before he tries to move. It’s a complex manoeuvre, squeezing his bulk from behind the steering-wheel column. 

			I wait while the other passengers troop past. I like people-watching. I like making up stories to match everyone, creating fictional lives for them, assigning them nicknames. I have always enjoyed doing this, ever since I was little. 

			In my mind, my teacher was a fairy-tale princess and the man in the sweet shop was Willy Wonka and the old gent who lived in the bungalow on the corner of our road was actually a mysterious time-traveller. There were some harsh realities in my childhood, and I think all the tall tales helped me cope. These days, I am less fantastical with my imaginings. I realised that real people can be just as interesting.

			Those Aussie girls, for example. They’re so loud, and vivid, and so completely confident in their own skin. They’re the first off the coach, a gaggle of long limbs and short shorts and sun-kissed skin and flip-flops. I see Harry’s gaze linger as they prance past in a flurry of laughter, and see Jorge watch them wistfully as they jump down the steps. I get it, I really do – they’re not just hot, they’re happy, carefree. 

			Next past is the one family group on the trip. There’s a tired-looking mum and dad, a young boy who constantly asks questions, and the teenaged daughter who looks professionally bored as she slouches along behind them. She has bright red hair and pale skin and is clutching a fancy phone. There is no signal here, but she still clutches it, like an empty oxygen tank that might have one last puff of air left inside it. She’s been like this for the whole journey, and every time I look at her I have to bite my lips so I don’t laugh out loud. If I laughed out loud, she might stab me.

			I remember that phase – that deeply rooted conviction that the world sucks, and that nobody will ever understand you. It’s funny in hindsight – but deadly serious at the time.

			The elderly couple goes past next. I don’t like to ponder the intimate details of other couples’ lives, but they must be in their eighties and I saw them snogging on the back seat yesterday. Life goals. He – I think his name is Donald – goes first, then holds up his hand to help his wife down the steps.

			Next there’s a much younger couple, maybe in their thirties, who are at the other end of the relationship spectrum, at least from the outside looking in. They’ve been bickering for the whole trip and, from the look on her face, I wouldn’t bet on a romantic dinner for two. She pushes past him to get out of the coach first, jumping down onto the gravelled concrete instead of using the steps. She hits the ground so hard dust flies up, her face angry and resentful behind it as she strides off.

			Others pass, everyone bright and happy, making their way into the next stage of our adventure.

			Last off, after politely offering to let us go first and me equally politely declining is the Mystery Man. The Man in Black. He of the Big Boots and Backpack.

			Of all the stories, of all the people-watching inspired fictions, his is possibly the most interesting. Even Harry – who has a strict policy of only ever reading sports autobiographies – has joined in.

			All we actually know is that he is travelling alone, that he is European, and that he takes a lot of photographs. He doesn’t talk much to any of us, and because of this seems extremely fascinating. Harry’s theories thus far are that he is either an eccentric tech billionaire looking for anonymity, or a serial killer who has several women locked in his basement.

			Mine have included him being on the run from a drugs cartel; on the run from an ex-wife; or on the run from the FBI. He’s definitely, somehow, on the run – but not from any of the above, I suspect. He is distant but courteous, silent but not rude, and carries with him an air of deep-frosted melancholy that makes me think he is on the run from something altogether less interesting, and altogether more sad.

			He’s not very chatty though, so we’ll probably never find out. He will remain as the Mystery Man forever, I think, as I watch him set off into the distance, alone as usual. 

			‘Okay. Can we actually leave the coach now?’ Harry asks, not unreasonably. 

			I laugh, and nod, and he climbs out of the cushioned seat and stretches, his T-shirt riding up to expose a scattering of dark hair pluming a gym-toned stomach. 

			I wonder, as Jorge nods at me, smiling, what people make of us? What stories do they make up to match us? People-watching, I know, goes both ways.

			On the surface we must look perfectly normal, perfectly happy – a young couple off on a dream holiday together. Harry is handsome and athletic-looking; I am adequate if not at all extraordinary. He has a well-paid job and all the trappings. I work as a teacher and love it. We have been together for eight years, having met and fallen in love in our first week at university.

			We are edging towards the age when people start to ask about wedding bells ringing, where parents start to make small comments about grandchildren, where friends are throwing engagement parties or looking to move from the city and into a bigger house in the suburbs.

			We are at the age where people see us as solid, united, committed. As the kind of couple who will take the next steps expected of them.

			I wish we were that kind of couple. I wish I was that kind of woman. In all honesty, I’m not sure what I want any more. There’s been something simmering inside me this year; a tiny seed of discontent that is making me question this well-trodden path. Whether it’s the right one for me. 

			Whether, truth be told, Harry is the right one for me. I came on this holiday in the hope that it would heal us. That I would feel that magical spark again – that I would look at Harry and feel more than affection; that we would be bound together by more than history. That a different future – one I’m more than half considering – would be the wrong choice.

			He jumps down the steps and immediately launches himself into an impromptu game of football with the little boys who were running alongside the coach. One of them kicks up a high ball, and Harry heads it so far away they all chase after it. Harry himself throws his arms up in the air and does a victory dance, like he’s just scored the winning penalty in the World Cup.

			I smile, and follow him out into the sultry air of Santa Maria de Alto. 

			It’s hard not to like Harry. But is that enough?

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The village is small but perfectly formed. It is pretty, all soft yellows and golds as the setting sun casts its last rays across the red rooftops and mellow stone. Birds and insects loop and swoop through the sky, and my feet kick up little clouds of red earth as we walk. The air is still deliciously warm and, even as the light fades, I feel like I am being bathed in gentle heat. This is, I have learned, my favourite time of day in Mexico.

			I look around at the small central plaza, dominated by a fountain that is lined with blue tiles. The square is edged by small homes, by a taverna that has set up tables and chairs outside, and by a strangely ornate church that casts a welcome shadow. The building seems far too grand for the village, a hint of a long-gone and more imposing past.

			Today, the locals have organised a whole cottage industry to make the most of our visit. There are makeshift stalls set up selling leather bags and glazed pottery and jewellery that glints in the sun. There’s a tequila stand, lined up with glasses of liquor and rompope, and a large fridge stocked with soft drinks being manned by two teenaged boys. 

			A young woman with a baby beside her in a pushchair has a stall selling everything from touristy fans, cigarette lighters and fridge magnets to teddy bears and giant sombreros, as well as bowls of fresh fruit, pomegranates and strawberries glistening.

			A group of women have set up a large open-air grill, and the smell is incredible. I didn’t even realise I was hungry until it hits me: garlic and spices and roasting meats. My mouth waters in response, and I wonder how long it is until dinner. Music is playing, and it feels like a good time is about to be had by all.

			Harry takes my hand, the action so natural we don’t even think about it, and together we wander the streets of the village. There’s not much to it really – several small and winding passages that lead off from the square, pretty but lived in, with washing hanging from lines and air-conditioning units and terracotta pots full of plants and herbs.

			I enjoy the shade and the quiet as we stroll, listening to Harry’s commentary as we go. Never knowingly caught without an opinion, Harry – but even he only has favourable ones so far. I can tell he’s enjoying it more than he expected.

			‘Why does everyone in Mexico seem to support Chelsea?’ he asks, peering through a window and pointing out a club banner.

			‘Why does anyone support Chelsea?’ I ask. ‘In fact why does anybody watch sport at all?’

			I don’t really mean it, but Harry is a slave to anything involving grown men chasing balls and it’s fun to poke the bear. He fakes a horrified look, and replies, ‘I shall ignore you said that, Elena. Like religion and politics, it’s something we just shouldn’t discuss.’

			We walk on and find ourselves emerging from the tangle of streets back out into the square. I drink in the sound of laughter and the bright colours and the flower-drenched trellises and the sun-scorched stone, and decide that I am a little bit in love with the place. I have been feeling the tug of wanderlust recently, and this is only adding to it. London seems light years away, and I think perhaps I’d like to keep it that way. I’ve enjoyed my time in the big city, but I feel the need for change.

			Everywhere around us we see smiling faces, busy people. Kids are milling around, either helping their parents or dashing in and out of the bustle, some smiling shyly, others waving and giggling. The footballers are still kicking around near the coach and we are greeted with welcoming cries by everyone we see, in Spanish, English, a mix of the two.

			I see Jorge and Sofia inside the taverna, and the various members of our coach party scattered about, shopping and drinking and taking photos.

			‘It’s a hive of capitalist activity, this place,’ says Harry, as he looks around. ‘Bet it’s dead as a doornail until the coach gets in.’

			‘Probably,’ I reply, distracted by a pair of purple butterflies dancing around the gentle splash of water in the fountain. The fine spray makes them look like their wings are patterned in gold lace, and it is mesmerising.

			‘Am I right in assuming,’ says Harry, apparently not as mesmerised, ‘that you’re going to want to look inside that church?’

			I have to laugh at the expression on his face. I think he’d be happier if I suggested he should give Jorge a donkey ride around the village instead. It has become very clear on this trip that my love of ‘rotting old buildings’, as he puts it, is something he cannot understand. It just does not compute – a bit like my views on football, I suppose.

			He has tried hard to go with the flow, and managed to fake it through the first two or three, but by this stage he is so transparent that he’s incapable of hiding his dread.

			I know he was quite happy in Puerto Vallarta, at the hotel. So was I – at least for some of the time. But what can I say? That wanderlust again. I just couldn’t see the point of coming to the other side of the world and only doing the same things we’d be able to do in Benidorm.

			So I dragged him away from the piped music and daily games of water polo, and into the big, wild world. The world that doesn’t always come with air con and a minibar.

			For me, it’s been a glimpse of another side of Mexico, another side of life – and possibly a taste of what my world could look like in an alternate reality. I have half-formed plans, ideas that are right now just tiny seeds, tentative shoots into a different future. 

			But for now I am here, in a beautiful village in a beautiful place, with my boyfriend, who is dancing impatiently by my side and eyeing up the tequila stand with a lustful gaze. 

			‘Of course I want to go into the church!’ I reply, widening my eyes at him. ‘Why wouldn’t I? And I know there’s nothing you love more than an intricately carved baptismal font …’

			He blinks rapidly, trying to formulate a positive-sounding response, and I can’t torture him any more.

			‘Well let’s look at the stalls, shall we? Maybe have a drink? Then see where we end up …’

			Truth be told, I’m not feeling brilliant myself – I have a tummy ache that is probably the fore-runner of starting an inconvenient period, and I’m pretty tired. I’m happy to stroll around and then sit still for a while.

			‘Good idea, Batman,’ he says quickly, leaning forward to kiss me on the forehead. He has had a last-minute pardon from enforced culture, and he is happy about  it. 

			He is more relaxed here, on holiday, than he has been for ages. Mainly, I suspect, because he is away from his job. It’s not my job, so I have no right to feel so strongly about it, but I do – over the years I’ve seen how it’s changed him, how it’s started to dominate his life. How it’s sucked so much of the fun out of him – the carefree, kind Harry I fell in love with.

			I don’t want to sound hypocritical, because it’s his work that pays for our fancy flat and our nice car and these holidays. My teaching salary certainly wouldn’t. The thing is, I’ve never cared about stuff – I’d be just as happy living in a tiny studio and having picnics in the park instead of trips to Mexico as long as we were happy together.

			Harry cares, though. Harry is a man of immense charm and immense determination – he is able to talk most people into most things, and often leaves them thinking it was all their idea in the first place. He’d probably make a great politician, which isn’t necessarily a compliment, is it?

			It also makes him great at his job, working for a management consultancy firm that specialises in making businesses ‘leaner and more efficient’. I think he has persuaded himself that it’s a force for good, his work – that it’s allowing companies to function better and longer, that it is securing economic longevity, building a solid future for generations to come. If that all sounds like it’s out of a marketing brochure, then it probably is – but Harry can actually talk like that and make it seem convincing.

			Over the last year, though, I have started to want different things. To wonder if we fit as well as we once did. If it is even natural to expect two people who fitted at eighteen to fit years later. Most teenaged relationships don’t last, and there’s a reason for that – we are ever-changing, especially at that age.

			He’s never understood why I’d want to work in a school for children with special needs. He’s never understood how I could be satisfied with so little money. I’m not saying that one of us is right and one of us is wrong – but maybe we have simply grown apart, and want different things from our futures.

			Perhaps I am too aware of how our life together seems predictable, mapped out. How mine is getting sucked into his. I go to work events and parties with Harry, where I am always the least glamorous of partners, and I hate them. I hate the conversations, the braying laughter, the competitive edge. 

			I hate the way they compare their cars and holiday homes and investments. Every time I hear it, every time I see Harry joining in, I can’t help thinking about the reality of ‘lean and efficient’ for the people on the receiving end of it.

			Money, as Harry once told me, isn’t the only point of work, but it is a way of keeping score. And Harry is scoring well. He is a rising star, on track for greatness – I’m just not sure I want to be on that track with him. Not sure I want to see all that charm, all that intelligence, used in a way that makes me cringe. Of course, it’s not up to me to decide Harry’s future, but it is up to me to decide mine.

			Harry’s not stupid, and he’s not emotionally blind, much as he pretends to be when it suits him. I’m sure he’s noticed the distance opening up between us, sensed me edging away. So far, it’s only been in little ways – saying no to nights out with his colleagues; getting the bus to work instead of a lift. Sending off for a brochure for a language course at the local community college; looking at volunteering opportunities in places that Harry wouldn’t want to even visit, never mind live. 

			I suppose I’ve been, without even noticing it that much, making myself more self-sufficient. A subtle withdrawal rather than a drama. Drama doesn’t work with Harry – whenever we have argued, which has been rare, he has always convinced me he was right. Fighting with him is like running up a down escalator – it’s exhausting.

			If I squint and only look at us from the corner of my eye, we are happy. The holiday has been a success. I enjoy his company and I cannot deny that he is gorgeous, with his thick floppy hair and athletic body. He is funny and strong and alpha in a way that makes me feel safe.

			But if I open my eyes wide, and look more deeply, I still find myself wondering why we are still together at all, brutal as it sounds.

			I have been lost in thought as we stroll, admiring the stalls, Harry grabbing a quick tequila on the way. I have held bowls, and patted bags, and run my fingertips along the sparkling silver jewellery. The topaz rings are especially beautiful, and I find myself placing one in my palm, holding it up to the sun, trying it on but ultimately deciding instead to buy some bracelets as gifts.

			I keep one in my pocket and show the other to Harry.

			‘It’s for Olivia,’ I say.

			Olivia is my much younger sister – or she’s my half-sister to be exact. My own dad died when I was young, and Mum married later in life. I love Olivia to bits, but as far as Harry is concerned she is demon spawn. She’s only eight years old but she’s never been a member of the Harry Fan Club. She seemed to despise him from birth.

			‘That’s nice,’ he replies. ‘Shall we take it to the church and see if we can get it blessed with some holy water?’

			I snort out a laugh and punch him on the arm before putting the gift into my bag

			‘You’re right,’ he adds, rubbing his bicep as though I’ve actually hurt him. ‘Holy water alone wouldn’t help. I think we need a priest and a personal letter of recommendation from the Archangel Michael. Maybe we could call in at the Vatican on the way home?’

			‘I bought you a present too,’ I say, grinning and fishing in my pocket for the other bracelet. His face lights up, and he claps his hands together like he’s five at his birthday party.

			‘Hold out your wrist,’ I say.

			He obeys and I fasten the bracelet around it. It only just fits, a string of black-and-white yin-yang symbols chasing each other around.

			‘To help you find light and shade,’ I comment, patting his hand. He examines it from all angles, pretending to be delighted. He’s not a jewellery man, Harry, but he keeps it on.

			‘I shall wear it forever,’ he announces sombrely. He turns to the stall, surveys its many items, and picks up a neon-pink straw sombrero. He perches it on his head, hands on hips, and strikes a modelesque pose, pouting as both I and the lady running the stall laugh. 

			‘I’m not sure,’ I say, pretending to give it some serious consideration. ‘I think maybe it’s a bit too macho for you?’

			He fakes a hurt look, and places the towering hat on my head instead. It totters on my high pony, then falls over my eyes and halfway down my face.

			‘Perfect,’ he says. ‘We’ll take it!’

			He haggles with the stallholder – just for fun, it’s not like he can’t afford it – and we become the proud owners of one undeniably horrible keepsake.

			‘I feel like one of those girls at a fairground,’ I say as we walk away, the hat dangling against my thighs. ‘Like my big, strong man has just won me a stuffed panda and now I have to carry it around all night.’

			‘Yep. You’re one lucky lady,’ he replies. ‘Play your cards right and you might get a goldfish in a bag as well.’

			He slips his arm around my shoulder, and as I nestle into him I remind myself of my earlier vow to try and enjoy the present. To feel the soft warmth of the breeze on my skin, to soak up the sights and sounds of a magical dusk in a magical place, to simply relax and enjoy the company of a man I have loved for a very long time. 

			‘You still looked beautiful, even in a pink sombrero,’ he says as we walk. ‘When you smile like that, it always makes the world feel like a better place.’ 

			This is, from Harry, an unusually deep statement. I can’t tell if he’s being serious. 

			‘I mean it,’ he says, stopping and holding me back so we are standing still, facing each other. ‘Anyone who talks to you falls a little bit in love with you. One look into those green eyes and all is lost … honest, I’m not even being sarcastic! You have this way of making people feel warm inside. Like you’re actually listening to them, and actually interested in them.’

			‘I am listening, I am interested! Unless they’re talking about football …’

			‘Ha! Well, nobody’s perfect, I don’t suppose …’

			We have reached the shadow of the church, its towers hovering over us, the broad dark wood door open and calling to me.

			He follows my gaze, and says: ‘Do you really want to go in there? It looks like the kind of place they keep donkeys on cold nights.’

			I grin, but also shake my head in exasperation. Clearly, Harry has seen enough ‘crappy old churches’, as he calls them, to last a lifetime. I need to let him off the hook – and frankly, I need a bit of time alone as well. It looks cool and shady and silent inside, and a good place to let my whirlpool of a brain calm down for a few minutes. There is a strong chance I will enjoy it more without him.

			‘Tell you what,’ I reply. ‘Why don’t you go and get a drink? I’ll explore the church, and you can have a deeply spiritual experience with a pint of lager. Diff’rent strokes and all that. I’ll meet you back here after – don’t get lost!’

			I point towards the taverna tables with their red-checked cloths and unlit candles, and he acknowledges me with a relieved smile and a jaunty salute.

			‘Aye aye, Captain!’ he says, leaning forward to kiss me, and to take the sombrero from my hand. ‘I’ll take that. You won’t need it when you’re talking to God.’

			I watch him walk away, wait until he is seated at one of the shaded tables, and turn my attention back to the building in front of me.

			The church is old, yes, and a little on the crumbling side, but it’s also decorated with ornate stone carvings, has at some stage been painted bright and vibrant colours, and has two tall towers on either corner. It looks like something from a fairy tale. 

			I walk up the steps, a mild aroma of wax and old incense already noticeable. It’s dark inside, the only light coming from flickering candles and the setting sun slanting down through the bell-towers, stripes of dusty yellow that break up the gloom. I catch the glimmer of gold paint and carved stone and the shine of a crucifix.

			The change in temperature gives me a slight chill, and I stand still, letting my eyes adjust to the dimness. Gradually I make out more, like you do in the early morning in a curtained room, and I see that I am not alone in here.

			A woman, wrapped in a black shawl, sits silently in one of the wooden pews, rosary beads clutched in her hands, mouth moving as she prays. And off to one side is the man from the coach – the one who’s here on his own. The one that Harry insists is a serial killer.

			He’s probably not a serial killer, but he is dressed all in black, and would fade entirely into the diffused light if not for his hair – blonde, thick, slightly too long. He’s reading an inscription on a stone tablet set into the wall, and I wonder if he can understand it. My Spanish extends only to ordering beer and saying please and thank you, which I should rectify.

			One of my alternate futures involves travel, maybe working abroad, and I’ll need a lot more than ‘dos cervezas, por favor’ if I follow that thread. Even if I don’t, it will be useful – there’s nothing to be lost by going to a night class, after all.

			I don’t want to intrude on either the man from the coach or the woman praying so fervently, so I simply sit, in the calm and the peace and the cool, and try to switch off the chaos inside my mind.

			Try as I might, though, I cannot find any internal serenity to match the external. I spend five minutes trying not to fidget before I realise that I am not going to achieve any state of zen, and then I become weirdly worried that I will somehow infect that place with my mood – my viral load of doubt and uncertainty – and decide to leave.

			I stop first to drop a few coins into a metal lockbox, and to light a candle in memory of my dad. I can never resist – whenever I’m in a church, I have to do it, even though I wasn’t raised in a religious way at all. It just seems a simple way of showing some respect, or showing some grief, or showing some gratitude. One other candle is already lit, the flame dancing, and I light mine next to it so they can take strength in each other.

			I close my eyes, and whisper my usual mantra: ‘Hello Dad – still love you. Still miss you.’

			As I emerge back outside, the sun has faded even more, and the candles on the tables are being lit by a teenager holding a long taper.

			I see the grill is now working over-time, flames licking and spitting, and that a trestle table has been set up next to it, laden with bowls of guacamole and salsa, and bread, tortillas and salad.

			Music is being played from speakers I can’t see, and the Aussie girls are dancing around the fountain, all of them holding tall glasses of beer, looking like they’re having a blast. I might not be able to achieve a state of zen, but maybe I can just have a fun night.

			I glance over at Harry sitting at a table, one of a small row set up at the side of the taverna, in the shadow of the church towers. He’s sipping his own beer, looking on as one of the Australians starts twerking while her pal takes photos with one of those disposable cameras you get on the table at weddings.

			‘Are you lusting over Antipodean goddesses in short shorts?’ I say, smiling as I sit opposite him. He’s ordered a bottle of wine, which has been delivered with two glasses. 

			‘Of course not,’ he replies too quickly, dragging his eyes away. ‘Merely enjoying the sight of someone living their best life. Also, really impressed at how she can dance like that, and not spill a drop of her pint.’

			‘Australian,’ I say, shrugging. ‘Probably learned to do that at nursery.’

			He smiles and pushes a glass towards me. ‘How was it? The church? Any major karmic revelations, or just a load of candle stumps and a faint smell of decay?’

			‘It was lovely, thank you very much. We can’t all be culturally defunct.’

			‘I’m not … defunct. I just know what I like. Hotels that have five stars after their names. A guy came around a minute ago, said the dinner will be ready soon. We just pay a set fee and help ourselves. Smells pretty good, and I’ve got my Imodium just in case.’

			‘Why are you so obsessed with that? Not everyone who goes to a foreign country gets food poisoning.’

			‘From your ears to my arse, darling. And you’ve not been feeling so good yourself, have you?’

			‘I think that’s just all the travel, or impending lady times, not being poisoned by guacamole.’

			‘Who knows? Better safe than sorry. Anyway. Do you mind if I go and have a wander?’

			‘No,’ I reply quickly. ‘Go. Fill your mind. Run free, little one.’

			He grins and heads off back to the centre of the plaza. The Aussie girls are still dancing like nobody’s watching, all easy-going giggles and wriggles. One of them – a tall blonde in a neon-pink cut-off T-shirt – makes a grab for Harry as he passes, trying to persuade him to boogie with her. He laughs, and breaks out one of his very best smiles as he jumps out of the girl’s grasp and heads for one of the other little bars that has opened up onto the square.

			‘Aw, come back and play, Hugh Grant!’ the blonde shouts after him, and I know he’ll be secretly delighted with that comparison.

			He does look a bit like Hugh Grant. That’s not a bad thing, but real life isn’t a romcom – even if it felt that way when I first met him, during freshers’ week at Liverpool University.

			Harry was studying economics; I was doing English. It was my first time away from home, and with hindsight it shouldn’t have been. I needed to experience a bit more of life – to travel, to work, to try different things. But my domestic situation never really allowed me a lot of freedom when I was younger, and even going away to college in England felt as though I was shirking responsibility.

			I think that’s one of the reasons I fell for him so fast and so hard. It wasn’t just that he was dishy, it was that he somehow brought out a deeply hidden sense of recklessness in me. He made me forget responsibility, and led me astray in the best ways possible.

			He had a way of giving me confidence, of seeing the wild side I didn’t even know I possessed. He was always leading the charge into new nightclubs and persuading me to abseil down buildings, and convincing me it was absolutely a great idea to make love in shadowy urban graveyards as crowds of stags and hens staggered past on the other side of low walls. 

			It all seemed so exciting – like he knew me in a way that nobody else did. 

			But that was then, and this is now, and I feel like we are on different paths, trying to cling on to each other as life pulls us apart. I’m not even quite sure why we’re still clinging – is it out of habit, out of insecurity, fear? Or is it that we still have too much love for each other to be quite willing to give it up?

			All I know is that now, I sometimes find his charm annoying. I find the way he styles his hair annoying. I find the amount of time he spends in front of the bathroom mirror annoying.

			I lean back in my chair, and my hand goes to my own mouth in horror. I am shocked at how vitriolic all of that sounded in my own mind. Shocked, and a little bit ashamed. A little bit disgusted at the judgemental way that train of thought hurtled off the tracks. 

			It’s not even remotely fair to be irritated with Harry for just being Harry. He is who he is, and there is a lot to like about him. A lot to love. He isn’t perfect, and neither am I. Far from it. 

			For me, I think the turning point came at New Year. We were at a party thrown by his boss. I just remember watching him through the eyes of a stranger, seeing the way he worked the room, flirted with everyone, pretended to be tipsy even though I knew he’d been sipping the same drink for over an hour. 

			By the time he came over to grab me for the midnight countdown, I felt like part of me was detaching from him, from us as a couple. Watching, weighing, wondering – distant and apart. 

			He danced me around in his arms, kissed me amid a drunken ‘Auld Lang Syne’, whispered something about this ‘being our year’. For a split second I thought he was going to propose, and was shocked at how strongly I didn’t want that. 

			I tried to forget it afterwards, to write it off as a blip, but that feeling has just built since then. It’s as though a door was unlocked that I can’t quite slam shut again. 

			It’s also, I think, pouring some wine with shaking hands, nothing to do with him. Clichéd as it sounds, it’s also me, not him. Even if he offered to come with me and volunteer abroad, I’m not sure I’d want him to. I am yearning for adventure, to open my mind – not to spend another trip being asked if I’ve packed a jumbo box of anti-diarrhoea pills.

			When I look back, I see so many simple things I’ve never done. I’ve never lived alone, or travelled alone, or even spent more than a few nights in our home alone. I’ve never been free of the expectations and needs of others, no matter how benign. First it was Mum, then Harry – and that was my choice. A choice I made willingly, because at the time it was what I wanted.

			Now, though, I’m not totally sure what I want, but feeling more content when I’m on my own probably isn’t a good sign. It’s not fair to me, and not fair to him, to stay with someone out of habit, out of convenience, out of a sense of shared history. 

			We need to talk about it, but even the thought of making this real feels terrifying. What if I change my mind? What if I’m just going through a phase? What if I’m making a terrible mistake?

			What if I’m not even capable of ending it? Telling Harry anything he doesn’t want to hear is almost impossible. He can be so persuasive. This time, though, I need to find more resolve. I need for us both to stop pretending that everything is fine, and have a grown-up conversation about what happens next.

			Or, of course, be a total coward. Maybe I could just move out one day while he’s at work, and leave him a Post-it note on his hair gel. Or send an email. Or scrawl the words Goodbye forever! in the frost on the windscreen of the car one morning?

			I love him, in my own way, and I am scared of leaving him. But I’m also scared of staying – scared of getting trapped in a land of company dinners and charity functions where nobody cares about the charity, and luxury holidays where you never leave the compound and a house in a gated community that keeps the poor people so far away they can’t even breathe the same air as you. 

			A life that would leave me feeling embalmed. Entombed. Pinned to a board like one of those butterflies in museum collections, their colour fading, all life gone. A faded remnant of what they could have been if they’d only escaped the net.

			Perhaps I just need a break, I think. Perhaps I could roam free for a year and come back, and be delighted with Harry and our life together. Maybe it doesn’t have to end completely.

			Maybe I just need to get drunk.

			I finish my glass and let myself get distracted by the brightly decorated paper lanterns arranged along the rooftops. As the sun has set, they flicker into magical neon light, wavering rows of brightness against the dusk. 

			The tables in the courtyard are filling up now, as though the dangling lanterns glinting into life have acted as some kind of visual dinner bell. 

			I see the older couple strolling towards the square, holding hands as usual. I see Sofia laughing at some tale Jorge is weaving. I see the girl from the coach – the teenager with the angry red hair and the angry red face – sitting with her family.

			She’s slumped with her head flat against her backpack on the table, using it as a pillow. She’s pretending to be asleep so she doesn’t have to talk to anyone, but from this angle I can see her eyes are open and alert. The sight makes me laugh inside, remembering that age – all spit and vinegar, furious with a world that can’t possibly understand.

			I feel calmer as I do this, as I look around me. It’s far more interesting – and restful – looking into other people’s lives than contemplating my own right now. And this seat, here at the side of the square, is quiet and cool, like a private booth at the theatre where I can sit and watch the show from a distance.

			A shadow falls over me, and I look up to see the man from the church approaching. The European man, who may or may not have a stash of abducted girls locked in his cellar back home.

			He’s wearing black Levi’s and big boots, and a black T-shirt that looks as though it’s been washed many times over. He’s tall and lean, like someone who runs long distances. He’s been a mystery on this trip, pleasant but reserved, perfectly polite and casually chivalrous – one of those men who can open doors for you without it seeming forced or patronising.

			He’s looking along the small row of tables, and our eyes meet.

			I don’t know why I do it. I don’t know what possesses me – other than the fact that I am still disturbed by the image of myself being pinned to a butterfly board. Perhaps it’s the prospect of being trapped that makes me act on impulse, and I wave to him. Frankly I am sick of sitting here thinking thoughts that are making me feel physically nauseous, and any company other than my own would be welcome – even if he is a serial killer.

			‘Please,’ I say, gesturing to the table. ‘Join us. Join me.’

			He hesitates, and I immediately regret saying anything. This is a man who has deliberately kept his distance from all of us for the entire trip. A man who sits alone, walks alone, eats alone. Why the heck did I think it was a reasonable idea to invite him to join me? I feel like the world’s biggest idiot.

			But then he smiles back and walks over, sliding into the opposite chair that Harry has left vacant.

			We stare at each other, and my nervous grin feels stuck to my face. I want to apologise, which is weird – I have nothing to apologise for, apart from perhaps disturbing him.

			He seems as taken aback as me, surprised that he is sitting opposite me, both of us vaguely embarrassed.

			‘So … how is the wine?’ he asks. 

			‘It’s surprisingly good,’ I say. ‘Or maybe I’m just hot, and it’s not, so it automatically becomes the best wine in the world. Do you know what I mean? Like when you’ve been on a diet for months and then you eat a jam doughnut and even though you know it’s not, it tastes like the best food ever invented? Well … you probably don’t know. Anyway. Drink some wine so I stop gabbling. Please.’

			He does at least look amused now, rather than worried. His eyes are a striking shade of icy blue, but his whole face softens when a smile creeps up on him. He reaches out for the glass, and takes an experimental sip. I can’t help noticing the plain white-gold wedding band on his ring finger, and immediately tell myself off for noticing.

			‘Well, I wouldn’t describe it as the best wine in the world,’ he says eventually. ‘But I’ve had worse. Thank you.’

			‘You’re welcome. Did you like the church? I saw you in there.’

			‘It’s beautiful,’ he replies, smiling, glancing back at the solid form of the building looming over us.

			‘I’m never sure what I really believe, you know, about God and religion,’ I say. ‘But I do believe in the power of human emotion, and maybe churches gather that up somehow. Soak it up into their walls, keep it for future visitors – all of that hope and pain and devotion. All the peaks and troughs of life – the births and marriages and deaths.’

			He has lapsed back into silence, though to be fair he may just be thinking. Something I seem to have lost the knack of.

			‘That must have sounded totally mad …’ I add.

			His eyes meet mine and he shakes his head.

			‘No, not at all. I think something similar. I’ve always believed that buildings are more than they seem. That they have their own secret lives, stored in memory cells made of plaster and brick. Sometimes, there’s even too much in them. I went to this church a few hours outside of Stockholm once, early morning when it was completely empty. Tiny place, but ancient, you know? One of those structures that was probably built on a pagan site, been a place of worship for over a thousand years … it was still, and silent, and simple, but almost overwhelming, the way you could close your eyes and imagine all of the life that passed through it.

			‘See – you don’t sound so mad now, do you?’

			It’s my turn to stop and stare and stay silent. That speech pretty much echoes an experience I had once, that I’ve never even told anybody about because it makes me sound like a fruitcake.

			‘The same happened to me once in Salisbury Cathedral,’ I reply. ‘I was on a school trip, and the place was packed, but I could still feel it – like if I hid myself away in a corner, I could probably time travel. Follow the threads back through the decades, like I was part of some huge tapestry. Obviously I didn’t tell anyone I thought that – I was fifteen. It wouldn’t have been cool. Is that where you’re from, then, Stockholm?’

			‘It is, yes. You?’

			‘Originally from Cornwall, now London. What do you do, in Stockholm?’

			‘I’m an architect.’

			‘Oh! How wonderful! You create buildings – the future keepers of all that magic!’

			‘Not really,’ he says, but looks a teensy bit delighted. ‘Mainly it’s social housing – finding ways to build affordable communities for people to live well in.’

			‘Well, that’s just as magical,’ I insist. ‘I’m sure there’s as much power in a communal playground as there is in a cathedral. I work in a school. I love it, but … well. I’m thinking of making a few changes.’

			I drift off a little, my eyes searching the plaza to find Harry’s familiar form. I don’t know why. I feel marginally guilty for talking to a stranger, for no good reason. Maybe I actually feel guilty because I’m enjoying it so much.

			‘What kind of changes?’ he asks, drawing my attention back.

			I stare into my glass, hoping it contains some of the secrets of the universe. Sadly it’s just white wine and it provides me with no new answers.

			‘I don’t know for sure,’ I say. ‘But I want to travel. I love my job, as a teacher, but I feel like I’ve gone straight from home to uni to work, and I … it sounds like a cliché, but I want to see more of the world, you know? It’s so big, and so beautiful, and I’ve seen hardly any of it! So travel, yes, but maybe not just that … my work in England matters, it really does, but I feel like I could do more. Give more. Experience more … I’ve applied to work as a volunteer at a school in Guatemala. I don’t know if I’ll get it, or if I’ll take it even if I do – but I need to shake things up. At the moment I’m too settled. My life feels too planned out. Too fixed.’

			‘Like all of eternity is stretching out before you, every day the same, onwards and onwards forever?’

			‘Yes! Exactly like that. I need to stretch my legs. Unfurl my wings. Escape from the bloody butterfly board.’

			‘I’m not quite sure what you mean about the butterflies, but I do understand what it’s like to be trapped in your own life. It sucks, to use a technical term.’

			I laugh, and realise that this is the first time I have said any of this out loud. I have thought it, vaguely, but never discussed it with Harry – the timing has never seemed right.

			‘Why is it that it’s sometimes easier to speak to someone you don’t know than to your family and friends?’ I ask.

			‘I don’t know. I find it difficult to speak to anyone. I can only apologise for my lack of social skills, and if I made you feel awkward earlier.’

			‘Don’t be silly,’ I reply, pouring a little more wine for us both. ‘I ambushed you. It was a totally selfish move, anyway, I just didn’t want to sit here talking to myself. Mentally at least. Anyway, it might work in my favour – I haven’t told my boyfriend any of this, so please don’t start getting all chatty.’

			‘It seems unlikely. You might not have noticed this, but I’m not one of life’s great talkers.’

			‘Ha! I had noticed that, yes. Very much the strong and silent type, aren’t you?’

			‘Definitely silent. Still working on the strong. But don’t worry – what happens in Santa Maria de Alto stays in Santa Maria de Alto … that sounds much better with just “Vegas”, doesn’t it?’

			‘It does, but you work with what you’ve got,’ I reply, smiling. His English is fluid, but his accent underlies it.

			‘So – the boyfriend. Is he one of the things you want to escape?’

			I want to deny it, even to myself, but I need to stop lying. He is looking at me so searchingly, so honestly, that I don’t even want to any more.

			‘Maybe,’ I say. ‘I don’t know. We’ve been together since we were eighteen. Harry and I, well, we wear each other like comfy old sweaters. Everyone falls in love with him, he’s so easy-going, so charming. But something has changed. It’s not his fault, or mine. It’s just that I don’t … I don’t …’

			‘Love him any more?’ he suggests.

			‘I think you might be right,’ I whisper. ‘Though I’m struggling to even say it, never mind accept it. Maybe I’m expecting too much? Don’t all couples reach a stage where they’re more like friends than lovers? Where they … I don’t know, settle for what works, rather than what fairy tales tell us relationships should be? Isn’t it normal for some of that fire to fade?’

			He seems to ponder this deeply, and is, probably without knowing, twisting that wedding ring around on his finger.

			‘I’d like to say yes,’ he says, ‘to make you feel better. But in my experience? No. You don’t have to settle for anything. And that fire? It doesn’t have to fade. It can burn even brighter with time, with the right person. With someone who ignites your passion, who inspires you, who challenges you. Who argues with you but makes you feel safe. Someone who makes you feel … more alive. It’s not just about finding someone you can get along with – it’s about finding someone who makes your whole world better.’

			I am momentarily stunned by this small speech, by the raw emotion in his voice, by his sheer conviction. I feel an unexpected sting of tears in my eyes, and reply, ‘You’re very lucky, to be married to someone like that.’

			‘I was,’ he says quietly.

			I register the past tense, and wait. He will tell me if he wants to – and if he doesn’t? Well, I’ll probably ask anyway.

			‘She died,’ he adds, staring at his wedding band. ‘Two years ago last Monday. We’d always planned to come here together, and I didn’t want to be at home, in our home, on the anniversary of the day I lost her … I almost didn’t get through it the first time. So here I am, in a place about as different from Stockholm as I could possibly find. Still missing her.’

			I reach out, take hold of his hand, cradle it in mine. He looks up, shocked, as though he hasn’t been touched for all that time. Perhaps he hasn’t.

			‘That’s terrible,’ I say. ‘I’m so sorry. What was her name?’

			‘Anna,’ he replies, frowning. ‘And that’s not the usual response when people find out … to ask her name. Thank you.’

			‘What is the usual response?’

			‘Oh, you know, sympathy, nice words, but underneath it all? Fear. Once you drop the D-word into a conversation it dominates everything. Within seconds people are trying to find out how she died, if it was a car accident or suicide, if she had any underlying health conditions, what the symptoms were … was she a smoker or a drinker or did she come from a long line of haemophiliacs? It’s like people think it could be contagious. They’re scared by the proximity of death; fear on some animalistic level that it might be catching, a fatal bug they can’t clean off with hand-sanitising gel. 

			‘I become the Grim Reaper by association, and even though people want to be kind, they back off. I probably don’t help. I’m not exactly encouraging.’

			‘Because you want to avoid conversations like this, where you have to talk about it?’

			‘A little bit, to be honest. Every time I say Anna is dead, it becomes a bit more real – another step away from her. And every time I see that look of horror on someone’s face, it makes me feel worse. I started working from home, to avoid my colleagues. And usually, if I’m asked about it when I’m away, I lie. I just say she’s at home with the kids, or on a business trip, or some other pretty fiction. It seems … easier.’

			‘I can imagine it would,’ I say, still holding his hand in mine. ‘You must miss her so much. You must feel so lonely.’

			He nods, avoiding my eyes, and stares instead at our entwined fingers. 

			‘Sometimes I do,’ he says, tugging his hand gently away from mine. ‘No, that’s a lie actually. I feel lonely all the time. This is probably the longest conversation I’ve had in a year, and you holding my hand was the first time anyone has done that for even longer … I miss that, you know? The contact. I mean, obviously, I miss all kinds of things – but it’s surprised me, how much you take that casual stuff for granted. Hugs, hand-holding, waking up next to her, her hair tickling my nose when I held her, kissing each other goodbye in the morning and assuming we’d be able to do that every day, and … and I have no idea why I’m telling you all of this.’

			I smile. I know exactly what he means – we are strangers.

			‘Maybe it’s the church,’ I say. ‘Maybe we’re close enough to feel like we’re in a confessional? I mean, we’re complete strangers. We only really met a few moments ago, and here we are sharing our secrets like old friends.’

			He nods, and we are silent for a moment. I have the strangest feeling that we are caught out of time, in our own bubble, like the sounds of the music and the laughter of the dancing Australians and the aromas of freshly cooked food exist in a parallel universe. That we are here, but not here. 

			‘Who did you light the candle for?’ he asks. ‘In the church?’

			He has clearly reached the limit of his conversational boundaries, and I am caught slightly unawares by the question. 
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