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			EPIGRAPH


			Tell me tales of thy first love—
April hopes, the fools of chance;
Till the graves begin to move,
And the dead begin to dance.


			Alfred, Lord Tennyson, The Vision of Sin


		


	

		

			PROLOGUE


			Edward Fosca was a murderer.


			This was a fact. This wasn’t something Mariana knew just on an intellectual level, as an idea. Her body knew it. She felt it in her bones, along her blood, and deep within every cell.


			Edward Fosca was guilty.


			And yet – she couldn’t prove it, and might never prove it. This man, this monster, who had killed at least two people, might, in all likelihood, walk free.


			He was so smug, so sure of himself. He thinks he’s got away with it, she thought. He thought he had won.


			But he hadn’t. Not yet.


			Mariana was determined to outsmart him. She had to.


			She would sit up all night and remember everything that had happened. She would sit here, in this small, dark room in Cambridge, and think, and work it out. She stared at the red bar of the electric heater on the wall, burning, glowing in the dark, willing herself into a kind of trance.


			In her mind, she would go back to the very beginning and remember it all. Every single detail.


			And she would catch him.


		


	

		

			Part One


			No one ever told me that grief felt so like fear.


			C. S. Lewis, A Grief Observed
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			A few days earlier, Mariana was at home, in London.


			She was on her knees, on the floor, surrounded by boxes. She was making yet another half-hearted attempt to sort through Sebastian’s belongings.


			It wasn’t going well. A year on from his death, the majority of his things remained spread around the house in various piles and half-empty boxes. She seemed unable to complete the task.


			Mariana was still in love with him – that was the problem. Even though she knew she’d never see Sebastian again – even though he was gone for good – she was still in love and didn’t know what to do with all this love of hers. There was so much of it, and it was so messy: leaking, spilling, tumbling out of her, like stuffing falling out of an old rag doll that was coming apart at the seams.


			If only she could box up her love, as she was attempting to do with his possessions. What a pitiful sight it was – a man’s life reduced to a collection of unwanted items for a jumble sale.


			Mariana reached into the nearest box. She pulled out a pair of shoes.


			She considered them – the old green trainers he had for running on the beach. They still had a slightly sodden feel about them, with grains of sand embedded in the soles.


			Get rid of them, she said to herself. Throw them in the bin. Do it.


			Even as she thought this, she knew it was an impossibility. They weren’t him; they weren’t Sebastian – they weren’t the man she loved and would love forever – they were just a pair of old shoes. Even so, parting with them would be an act of self-harm, like pressing a knife to her arm and slicing off a sliver of skin.


			Instead, Mariana brought the shoes close to her chest. She cradled them tight, as she might a child. And she wept.
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			How had she ended up like this?


			In the space of just a year, which once would have slipped by almost imperceptibly – and now stretched out behind her like a desolate landscape flattened by a hurricane – the life she had known had been obliterated, leaving Mariana here: thirty-six years old, alone and drunk on a Sunday night; clutching a dead man’s shoes as if they were holy relics – which, in a way, they were.


			Something beautiful, something holy, had died. All that remained were the books he read, the clothes he wore, the things he touched. She could still smell him on them, still taste him on the tip of her tongue.


			That’s why she couldn’t throw away his possessions – by holding on to them, she could keep Sebastian alive, somehow, just a little bit – if she let go, she’d lose him entirely.


			Recently, out of morbid curiosity, and an attempt to understand what she was wrestling with, Mariana had reread all Freud’s writings about grief and loss. And he argued that, following the death of a loved one, the loss had to be psychologically accepted and that person relinquished, or else you ran the risk of succumbing to pathological mourning, which he called melancholia – and we call depression.


			Mariana understood this. She knew she should relinquish Sebastian, but she couldn’t – because she was still in love with him. She was in love even though he was gone forever, gone behind the veil – ‘behind the veil, behind the veil’ – where was that from? Tennyson, probably.


			Behind the veil.


			That’s how it felt. Since Sebastian died, Mariana no longer saw the world in colour. Life was muted and grey and far away, behind a veil – behind a mist of sadness.


			She wanted to hide from the world, all its noise and pain, and cocoon herself here, in her work, and in her little yellow house.


			And that’s where she would have stayed, if Zoe hadn’t phoned her from Cambridge that night in October.


			Zoe’s phone call, after the Monday-evening group – that was how it started.


			That was how the nightmare began.
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			The Monday-evening group met in Mariana’s front room.


			It was a good-sized room. It had been given over to the use of therapy soon after Mariana and Sebastian moved into the yellow house.


			They were very fond of that house. It was at the foot of Primrose Hill in north-west London, and painted the same bright yellow as the primroses that grew on the hill in the summer. Honeysuckle climbed up one of the outside walls, covering it with white, sweet-smelling flowers, and in the summer months their scent crept into the house through the open windows, climbing up the stairs and lingering in the passages and rooms, filling them with sweetness.


			It was unseasonably warm that Monday evening. Even though it was early October, the Indian summer prevailed, like an obstinate party guest, refusing to heed the hints from the dying leaves on the trees that it might be time to go. The late-afternoon sun flooded into the front room, drenching it with a golden light, tinged with red. Before the session, Mariana drew the blinds, but left the sash windows open a few inches to let in some air.


			Next, she readjusted the chairs into a circle.


			Nine chairs. A chair for each member of the group, and one for Mariana. In theory, the chairs were meant to be identical – but life didn’t work like that. Despite her best intentions, she had accumulated an assortment of upright chairs over the years, in different materials and various shapes and sizes. Her relaxed attitude to the chairs was perhaps typical of how she conducted her groups. Mariana was informal, even unconventional, in her approach.


			Therapy, particularly group therapy, was an ironic choice of profession for Mariana. She had always been ambivalent about groups – even suspicious of them – ever since she was a child.


			She’d grown up in Greece, on the outskirts of Athens. They’d lived in a large ramshackle old house, on top of a hill that was covered with a black-and-green shroud of olive trees. As a young girl, Mariana would sit on the rusty swing in the garden and ponder the ancient city beneath her, sprawling all the way to the columns of the Parthenon on top of another hill in the distance. It seemed so vast, endless; she felt so small and insignificant, and she viewed it with a superstitious foreboding.


			Accompanying the housekeeper on shopping trips to the crowded and frenetic market in the centre of Athens always made Mariana nervous. And she was relieved, and a little surprised, to return home unscathed. Large groups continued to intimidate her as she grew older. At school, she found herself on the sidelines, feeling as if she didn’t fit in with her classmates. And this feeling of not fitting in was hard to shake. Years later, in therapy, she came to understand that the playground was simply a macrocosm of the family unit: meaning her uneasiness was less about the here and now – less about the playground itself, or the market in Athens, or any other group in which she might find herself – and more to do with the family in which she grew up, and the lonely house she grew up in.


			Their house was always cold, even in sunny Greece. And there was an emptiness to it – a lack of warmth, physical and emotional. This was due in large part to Mariana’s father, who, although a remarkable man in many ways – good-looking, powerful, razor sharp – was also highly complicated. Mariana suspected he had been damaged beyond repair by his childhood. She never met her father’s parents, and he rarely mentioned them. His father was a sailor, and the less said about his mother, the better. She worked at the docks, he said, with such a look of shame, Mariana thought she must have been a prostitute.


			Her father grew up in the slums of Athens and around the port of Piraeus – he started working on the ships as a boy, quickly becoming involved with trade and the import of coffee and wheat and – Mariana imagined – less savoury items. By the time he was twenty-five, he had bought his own boat, and built his shipping business from there. Through a combination of ruthlessness, blood, and sweat, he created a small empire for himself.


			He was a bit like a king, Mariana thought – or a dictator. She was later to discover he was an extremely wealthy man – not that you would have guessed it from the austere, Spartan way they lived. Perhaps her mother – her gentle, delicate English mother – might have softened him, had she lived. But she died tragically young, soon after Mariana was born.


			Mariana grew up with a keen awareness of this loss. As a therapist, she knew a baby’s first sense of self comes through its parents’ gaze. We are born being watched – our parents’ expressions, what we see reflected in the mirror of their eyes, determines how we see ourselves. Mariana had lost her mother’s gaze – and her father, well, he found it hard to look at her directly. He’d usually glance just over her shoulder when addressing her. Mariana would continually adjust and readjust her position, shuffling, edging her way into his sight line, hoping to be seen – but somehow always remaining peripheral.


			On the rare occasions she did catch a glimpse into his eyes, there was such disdain there, such burning disappointment. His eyes told her the truth: she wasn’t good enough. No matter how hard she tried, Mariana always sensed she fell short, managing to do or say the wrong thing – just by existing, she seemed to irritate him. He disagreed with her endlessly, no matter what, performing Petruchio to her Kate – if she said it was cold, he said it was hot; if she said it was sunny, he insisted it was raining. But despite his criticism and contrariness, Mariana loved him. He was all she had, and she longed to be worthy of his love.


			There was precious little love in her childhood. She had an elder sister, but they weren’t close. Elisa was seven years her senior, with no interest in her shy younger sibling. And so Mariana would spend the long summer months alone, playing by herself in the garden under the stern eye of the housekeeper. No wonder, then, she grew up a little isolated, and uneasy around other people.


			The irony that Mariana ended up becoming a group therapist was not lost on her. But paradoxically, this ambivalence about others served her well. In group therapy, the group, not the individual, is the focus of treatment: to be a successful group therapist is – to some extent – to be invisible.


			Mariana was good at this.


			In her sessions, she always kept out of the group’s way as much as possible. She only intervened when communication broke down, or when it might be helpful to make an interpretation, or when something went wrong.


			On this particular Monday, a bone of contention arose almost immediately, requiring a rare intervention. The problem – as usual – was Henry.
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			Henry arrived later than the others. He was flushed and out of breath, and he seemed a little unsteady on his feet. Mariana wondered if he was high. She wouldn’t have been surprised. She suspected Henry was abusing his medication – but being his therapist, not his medical doctor, there was little she could do about that.


			Henry Booth was only thirty-five years old, but he looked older. His reddish hair was speckled with grey, and his face was covered with creases, like the crumpled shirt he wore. He also wore a perpetual frown, and gave the impression of being permanently tense, like a coiled spring. He reminded Mariana of a boxer or a fighter, preparing to give – or receive – the next blow.


			Henry grunted an apology for being late; then he sat down – clutching a paper coffee cup.


			And the coffee cup was the problem.


			Liz spoke up immediately. Liz was in her mid-seventies, a retired schoolteacher; a prim stickler for things being done ‘properly’, as she put it. Mariana experienced her as rather trying, even irritating. And she had guessed what Liz was about to say.


			‘That’s not allowed,’ Liz said, pointing a finger, quivering with indignation, at Henry’s coffee cup. ‘We’re not allowed to bring in anything from outside. We all know that.’


			Henry grunted. ‘Why not?’


			‘Because it’s the rules, Henry.’


			‘Fuck off, Liz.’


			‘What? Mariana, did you hear what he just said to me?’


			Liz promptly burst into tears, and things degenerated from there – ending in yet another heated confrontation between Henry and the other members of the group, all united in fury against him.


			Mariana was watching closely, keeping a protective eye on Henry, to see how he was taking this. For all of his bravado, he was a highly vulnerable individual. As a child, Henry had suffered horrific physical and sexual abuse at the hands of his father before he was taken into care and shunted around a series of foster homes. And yet, despite all this trauma, Henry was a remarkably intelligent person – and it had seemed, for a while, as if his intelligence might be enough to save him: at eighteen he got a place at university, to study physics. But he only lasted a few weeks before his past caught up with him; he had a massive breakdown – and never fully recovered. There followed a sad history of self-harm, drug addiction, and recurring breakdowns landing him in and out of hospital – until his psychiatrist referred him to Mariana.


			Mariana had a soft spot for Henry, probably because he’d had such rotten luck. But even so, she was unsure about admitting him into the group. It wasn’t just that he was significantly more unwell than the other members: seriously ill patients could be held and healed very effectively by groups – but they could also disrupt them to the point of disintegration. As soon as any group establishes itself, it always arouses envy and attack – and not just from forces on the outside, those excluded from the group, but also from dark and dangerous forces within the group itself. And ever since he’d joined them a few months ago, Henry had been a constant source of conflict. He brought it with him. There was a latent aggression in him, a bubbling anger, that was often difficult to contain.


			But Mariana didn’t give up easily; as long as she was able to maintain control of the group, she felt determined to work with him. She believed in the group, in these eight individuals sitting in a circle – she believed in the circle, and its power to heal. In her more fanciful moments, Mariana could be quite mystical about the power of circles: the circle in the sun, the moon, or the earth; the planets spinning through the heavens; the circle in a wheel; the dome of a church – or a wedding ring. Plato said the soul was a circle – which made sense to Mariana. Life was a circle too, wasn’t it? – from birth to death.


			And when group therapy was working well, a kind of miracle would occur within this circle – the birth of a separate entity: a group spirit, a group mind; a ‘big mind,’ it was often called, more than the sum of its parts; more intelligent than the therapist or the individual members. It was wise, healing, and powerfully containing. Mariana had seen its power first-hand many times. In her front room, over the years, many ghosts had been conjured up in this circle, and laid to rest.


			Today, it was Liz’s turn to be spooked. She just couldn’t let go of the coffee cup. It brought up so much anger and resentment in her – the fact Henry thought the rules didn’t apply to him, that he could break them with such disdain; then Liz suddenly realised how much Henry reminded her of her older brother, who had been so entitled, and such a bully. All Liz’s repressed anger towards her brother started surfacing, which was good, Mariana thought – it needed to surface. Provided Henry could stand being used as a psychological punchbag.


			Which, of course, he couldn’t.


			Henry leapt up suddenly, letting out an anguished cry. He flung his coffee cup onto the floor. It split open in the centre of the circle – and a growing pool of black coffee spread out onto the floorboards.


			The other members of the group were immediately vocal and somewhat hysterical in their outrage. Liz burst into tears again, and Henry tried to leave. But Mariana persuaded him to stay and talk through what had happened.


			‘It’s just a fucking coffee cup, what’s the big deal?’ Henry said, sounding like an indignant child.


			‘It’s not about the coffee cup,’ said Mariana. ‘It’s about boundaries – the boundaries of this group, the rules we abide by here. We’ve spoken about this before. We can’t take part in therapy if we feel unsafe. Boundaries make us feel safe. Boundaries are what therapy is about.’


			Henry looked at her blankly. Mariana knew he didn’t understand. Boundaries, by definition, are the first thing to go when a child is abused. All Henry’s boundaries had been torn to shreds when he was just a little boy. Consequently, he didn’t understand the concept. Nor did he know when he was making someone uncomfortable, as he usually was, by invading their personal or psychological space – he would stand too near when he spoke to you, and exhibited a level of neediness Mariana had never experienced in a patient before. Nothing was enough. He would have moved in with her if she’d let him. It was up to her to maintain the boundary between them: to define the parameters of their relationship in a healthy way. That was her job as his therapist.


			But Henry was always pushing at her, needling at her, trying to get under her skin … and in ways she was finding increasingly hard to handle.
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			Henry hung around afterwards, after the others had left – ostensibly to help clean up the mess. But Mariana knew there was more to it; there always was with him. He hovered silently, watching her. She gave him some encouragement.


			‘Come on, Henry. Time to go … Is there something you want?’


			Henry nodded but didn’t answer. Then he reached into his pocket.


			‘Here,’ he said. ‘I got you something.’


			He pulled out a ring. A red gaudy plastic thing. It looked like it had come out of a Christmas cracker.


			‘It’s for you. A present.’


			Mariana shook her head. ‘You know I can’t accept that.’


			‘Why not?’


			‘You need to stop bringing me things, Henry. Okay? You should really go home now.’


			But he didn’t move. Mariana thought for a moment. She hadn’t been planning on confronting him like this, not now – but somehow it felt right.


			‘Listen, Henry,’ she said. ‘There’s something we need to talk about.’


			‘What?’


			‘On Thursday night – after my evening group finished, I looked out of the window. And I saw you, outside. Across the street, by the lamppost. Watching the house.’


			‘It wasn’t me, mate.’


			‘Yes, it was. I saw your face. And it’s not the first time I’ve seen you there.’


			Henry went bright red and evaded eye contact. He shook his head. ‘Not me, not—’


			‘Listen. It’s okay for you to be curious about the other groups I conduct. But that’s something we talk about here, in the group. It’s not okay to act on it. It’s not okay to spy on me. That kind of behaviour makes me feel invaded and threatened, and—’


			‘I’m not spying! I was just standing there. So fucking what?’


			‘So you admit you were there?’


			Henry took a step towards her. ‘Why can’t it just be us? Why can’t you see me without them?’


			‘You know why. Because I see you as part of a group – I can’t see you individually as well. If you need individual therapy, I can recommend a colleague—’


			‘No, I want you—’


			Henry made another, sudden move towards her. Mariana stood her ground. She held up her hand.


			‘No. Stop. Okay? That’s way too close. Henry—’


			‘Wait. Look—’


			Before she could prevent him, Henry lifted up his heavy black sweater – and there, on his pale, hairless torso, was a grisly sight.


			A razor blade had been used, and deep crosses carved into his skin. Blood-red crosses, different sizes, cut into his chest and abdomen. Some of the crosses were wet, still bleeding, dripping blood; others were scabby, and weeping hard red beads – like congealed, bloody tears.


			Mariana felt her stomach turn. She felt sick with repulsion, and wanted to look away, but wouldn’t let herself. This was a cry for help, of course it was, an attempt to elicit a caregiving response – but it was more than that: it was also an emotional attack, a psychological assault upon her senses. Henry at last had managed to get under Mariana’s guard, under her skin, and she hated him for it.


			‘What have you done, Henry?’


			‘I – I couldn’t help it. I had to do it. And you – had to see it.’


			‘And now I’ve seen it, how do you think it makes me feel? Can you conceive of how upset I am? I want to help you but—’


			‘But what?’ He laughed. ‘What’s stopping you?’


			‘The appropriate time for me to give you support is during the group. You had that opportunity this evening, but you didn’t take it. We all could have helped. We are all here to help you—’


			‘I don’t want their help – I want you. Mariana, I need you—’


			Mariana knew she should make him leave. It wasn’t her job to clean his wounds. He needed medical attention. She should be firm, for his sake as well as her own. But she couldn’t quite bring herself to throw him out, and not for the first time, Mariana’s empathy prevailed over her common sense.


			‘Wait – wait a second.’


			She went to the dresser, opened a drawer, rummaged around. She pulled out a first aid kit. She was about to open it when her phone rang.


			She checked the number. It was Zoe. She answered.


			‘Zoe?’


			‘Can you talk? It’s important.’


			‘Give me a sec. I’ll call you back.’ Mariana ended the call and turned to Henry. She thrust the first aid kit at him.


			‘Henry – take this. Clean yourself up. See your GP if you need to. Okay? I’ll call you tomorrow.’


			‘That’s it? And you call yourself a fucking therapist?’


			‘Enough. Stop. You have to go.’


			Ignoring his protestations, Mariana firmly guided Henry into the hallway, and out of the front door. She shut the door behind him. She felt an impulse to lock it, which she resisted.


			Then she went to the kitchen. She opened the fridge and took out a bottle of sauvignon blanc.


			She felt quite shaken. She had to pull herself together before she called Zoe back. She didn’t want to burden that girl more than she already had. Their relationship had been imbalanced ever since Sebastian’s death – and from now on, Mariana was determined to correct that balance. She took a deep breath to calm down. Then she poured herself a large glass of wine, and made the call.


			Zoe answered on the first ring.


			‘Mariana?’


			Mariana knew at once something was wrong. There was a tension in Zoe’s voice, an urgency that Mariana associated with moments of crisis. She sounds afraid, she thought. She felt her heart beat a little faster.


			‘Darling, is – is everything alright? What’s happened?’


			There was a second’s pause before Zoe answered. She spoke in a small voice. ‘Turn on the TV,’ she said. ‘Turn on the news.’
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			Mariana reached for the remote control.


			She switched on the old, battered portable TV sitting upon the microwave – one of Sebastian’s sacred possessions, bought when he was still a student, used for watching cricket and rugby while he pretended to help Mariana prepare weekend meals. It was rather temperamental, and it flickered for a moment before coming to life.


			Mariana turned on the BBC news channel. A middle-aged male journalist was delivering a report. He was standing outside; it was getting dark and hard to see exactly where – a field, perhaps, or a meadow. He was speaking directly to camera.


			‘—and it was found in Cambridge, in the nature reserve known as Paradise. I’m here with the man who made the discovery … Can you tell me what happened?’


			The question was addressed to someone off camera – and the camera swung around to a short, nervous, red-faced man in his mid-sixties. He blinked in the light, looking dazzled. He spoke hesitantly.


			‘It was a few hours ago … I always take the dog out at four, so it must have been about then – maybe quarter past, twenty past. I take him down by the river, along the path … We were walking through Paradise – and …’


			He stumbled for a moment, and didn’t complete the sentence. He tried again. ‘It was the dog – he disappeared in the tall grass, by the marsh. He wouldn’t come when I called. I thought he’d found a bird or a fox or something – so I went to have a look. I walked through the trees … to the edge of the marsh, by the water … and there, there it was …’


			A strange look came into the man’s eyes. A look Mariana recognised all too well. He’s seen something horrible, she thought. I don’t want to hear. I don’t want to know what it is.


			The man went on, relentlessly, faster now, as if he needed to expel it.


			‘It was a girl – she couldn’t have been more than twenty. She had long red hair. At least, I think it was red. There was blood everywhere, so much of it …’ He trailed off, and the journalist prompted him.


			‘She was dead?’


			‘That’s right.’ The man nodded. ‘She’d been stabbed. Many times. And … her face … God, it was horrible – her eyes – her eyes were open … staring … staring—’


			He broke off, and tears filled his eyes. He’s in shock, thought Mariana. They shouldn’t be interviewing him – someone should stop this.


			Sure enough, at that moment – perhaps recognising it had gone too far – the journalist cut short the interview, and the camera panned back to him.


			‘Breaking news here in Cambridge – police are investigating the discovery of a body. The victim of a frenzied knife attack is believed to be a young woman in her early twenties—’


			Mariana turned off the television. She stared at it for a second, stunned, unable to move. Then she remembered the phone in her hand. She held it up to her ear.


			‘Zoe? Are you still there?’


			‘I – I think it’s Tara.’


			‘What?’


			Tara was a close friend of Zoe’s. They were in the same year at St Christopher’s College at Cambridge University. Mariana hesitated, trying not to sound anxious.


			‘Why do you say that?’


			‘It sounds like Tara – and no one’s seen her – not since yesterday – I keep asking everyone, and I – I’m so scared, I don’t know what to—’


			‘Slow down. When was the last time you saw Tara?’


			‘Last night.’ Zoe paused. ‘And, Mariana, she – she was being so weird, I—’


			‘What do you mean, weird?’


			‘She said things – crazy things.’


			‘What do you mean, crazy?’


			There was a pause, and Zoe replied in a whisper, ‘I can’t get into it now. But will you come?’


			‘Of course I will. But, Zoe, listen. Have you spoken to the college? You must tell them – tell the dean.’


			‘I don’t know what to say.’


			‘Tell them what you just said to me. That you’re worried about her. They’ll contact the police, and Tara’s parents—’


			‘Her parents? But – what if I’m wrong?’


			‘I’m sure you are wrong,’ Mariana said, sounding a lot more confident than she felt. ‘I’m sure Tara’s fine, but we need to make sure. You understand that, don’t you? Do you want me to call them for you?’


			‘No, no, it’s okay … I’ll do it.’


			‘Good. Then go to bed, okay? I’ll be there first thing in the morning.’


			‘Thanks, Mariana. I love you.’


			‘I love you too.’


			Mariana ended the call. The white wine she had poured was sitting on the counter untouched. She picked it up, and drained it in one go.


			Her hand was trembling as she reached for the bottle and poured herself another glass.
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			Mariana went upstairs and began packing a small bag, in case she had to stay a night or two in Cambridge.


			She tried not to let her thoughts run away with her – but it was difficult – she was feeling incredibly anxious. Somewhere out there was a man – presumably it was a man, given the extreme violence of the attack – who was dangerously ill, and had horrifically murdered a young woman … a young woman who possibly lived a few feet away from where her beloved Zoe slept.


			The possibility the victim might have been Zoe instead was a thought Mariana tried to ignore, but couldn’t entirely repress. She was feeling sick with a kind of fear she had only felt once before in her life – the day Sebastian died. A feeling of impotence; a powerlessness, a horrible inability to protect those you love.


			She glanced at her right hand. She couldn’t stop it trembling. She clenched it into a fist and squeezed it tight. She would not do this – she would not fall apart. Not now. She would stay calm. She would focus.


			Zoe needed her – that was all that mattered.


			If only Sebastian were here, he’d know what to do. He wouldn’t deliberate, procrastinate, pack an overnight bag – he would have grabbed his keys and run out the door the second he got off the phone with Zoe. That’s what Sebastian would have done. Why hadn’t she?


			Because you’re a coward, she thought.


			That was the truth. If only she had some of Sebastian’s strength. Some of his courage. Come on, love, she could hear him saying, give me your hand and we’ll face the bastards together.


			Mariana climbed into bed and lay there, thinking, drifting to sleep. For the first time in over a year, her last thoughts as she lost consciousness were not about her late husband.


			Instead, she found herself thinking about another man: a shadowy figure with a knife who had wreaked such horror upon that poor girl. Mariana’s mind meditated on him as her eyelids fluttered and closed. She wondered about this man. She wondered what he was doing right now, where he was …


			And what he was thinking.
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			7th October


			Once you kill another human being, there’s no going back.


			I see that now. I see I have become altogether a different person.


			It’s a bit like being reborn, I suppose. But no ordinary birth – it’s a metamorphosis. What emerges from the ashes is not a phoenix, but an uglier creature: deformed, incapable of flight, a predator using its claws to cut and rip.


			I feel in control now, writing this. At this moment in time, I am calm, and sane.


			But there is more than one of me.


			It’s only a matter of time before the other me rises, bloodthirsty, mad, and seeking revenge. And he won’t rest until he finds it.


			I am two people in one mind. Part of me keeps my secrets – he alone knows the truth – but he’s kept prisoner, locked up, sedated, denied a voice. He finds an outlet only when his jailer is momentarily distracted. When I am drunk, or falling asleep, he tries to speak. But it’s not easy. Communication comes in fits and starts – a coded escape plan from a POW camp. The moment he gets too close, a guard scrambles the message. A wall comes up. A blankness fills my mind. The memory I was striving for evaporates.


			But I’ll persevere. I must. Somehow, I will find my way through the smoke and darkness and contact him – the sane part of me. The part that doesn’t want to hurt people. There is much he can tell me. Much I need to know. How, and why, I ended up like this – so removed from who I wanted to be – so full of hate and anger – so twisted inside …


			Or am I lying to myself? Was I always this way, and didn’t want to admit it?


			No – I won’t believe that.


			After all, everyone’s entitled to be the hero of their own story. So I must be permitted to be the hero of mine. Even though I’m not.


			I’m the villain.
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			The next morning, as Mariana left the house, she thought she saw Henry.


			He was standing across the street, hovering behind a tree.


			But when she looked back, there was no one to be seen. She must have been imagining it, she decided – and even if she weren’t, she had more important things to worry about right now. She banished Henry from her mind, and took the tube to King’s Cross.


			At the station, she got on the fast train to Cambridge. It was a sunny day, and the sky was a perfect blue, streaked with only a few wisps of white cloud. She sat by the window, looking out as the train sped past green hedgerows and expanses of golden wheat swaying in the breeze like a shifting yellow sea.


			Mariana was grateful to have the sun on her face – she was shivering, but from anxiety, not lack of warmth. She couldn’t stop worrying about what had happened. She’d not heard from Zoe since last night. Mariana had texted her this morning but had yet to receive a reply.


			Perhaps it was all a false alarm; perhaps Zoe had been wrong?


			Mariana sincerely hoped so – and not just because she knew Tara personally: they’d had her to stay for a weekend in London a few months before Sebastian died. But Mariana was mainly, selfishly, concerned with Tara for Zoe’s sake.


			Zoe had had a difficult adolescence for a variety of reasons, which she had managed to overcome, more than overcome – ‘triumphantly transcend’ was how Sebastian put it – culminating with her being offered a place to read English at Cambridge University. Tara was the first friend Zoe made there, and losing Tara, Mariana thought, and in such unimaginably awful circumstances, might well derail Zoe entirely.


			For some reason, Mariana couldn’t stop thinking about their phone call. Something was bothering her.


			She couldn’t quite put her finger on what, exactly.


			Was it Zoe’s tone? Mariana had a feeling Zoe was holding something back. Was it the slight hesitation, even evasion, when she asked Zoe what were the ‘crazy’ things that Tara had said?


			I can’t get into it now.


			Why not?


			What exactly had Tara said to her?


			Perhaps it’s nothing, Mariana thought. Stop it – stop doing this. She had nearly an hour to go on the train; she couldn’t sit here driving herself crazy. She’d be a wreck when she arrived. She needed to distract herself.


			She reached into her bag and pulled out a magazine – the British Journal of Psychiatry. She flicked through it, but couldn’t concentrate on any of the articles.


			Inevitably, her mind kept returning to Sebastian. The thought of going back to Cambridge without him filled Mariana with dread. She hadn’t been back since his death.


			They would often go and see Zoe together, and Mariana had fond memories of those visits: she remembered the day they moved Zoe into St Christopher’s College, and helped her unpack and settle in. It was one of the happiest times they spent together, feeling like the proud parents of their little surrogate daughter, whom they loved so much.


			Zoe had seemed so small and vulnerable as they prepared to leave her that day, and as they said their goodbyes, Mariana saw Sebastian looking at Zoe with such fondness, such love, mingled with trepidation; as if he were gazing at his own child, which, in a way, he was. Once they left Zoe’s room, they couldn’t quite bring themselves to leave Cambridge, so they walked along the river together, arm in arm, like they used to when they were young. For they had both been students here – and Cambridge University, like the city itself, was intricately bound up in their romance.


			It was where they met, when Mariana was just nineteen.


			That meeting happened quite by chance. There was no reason for it – they were at different colleges at the university and doing different subjects: Sebastian was studying economics; Mariana was an English student. It frightened her how easily they might never have encountered each other. What then? What would her life have been like? Better – or worse?


			Mariana was forever searching her memory these days – looking for the past, trying to see it clearly; trying to understand and contextualise the journey they had been on together. She would try to remember little things they did, re-create forgotten conversations in her mind, imagine what Sebastian might have said or done at each moment. But she was unsure how much of what she recalled was real; the more remembering she did, the more it seemed Sebastian was turning into myth. He was all spirit now – all story.


			Mariana was eighteen years old when she moved to England. It was a country she had romanticised since childhood. Perhaps this was inevitable, given that her English mother had left so much of it behind in that house in Athens: bookcases and shelves in every room, a small library, crammed with English books – novels, plays, poetry – all mysteriously transported there before Mariana was born.


			She fondly imagined her mother’s arrival in Athens – armed with trunks and suitcases full of books instead of clothes. And in her absence, the lonely girl would turn to her mother’s books for solace and companionship. During the long summer afternoons, Mariana grew to love the feel of a book in her hands, the smell of paper, the sensation of turning a page. She would sit on the rusty swing in the shade, bite into a crisp green apple, or an overripe peach, and lose herself in a story.


			Through these stories, Mariana fell in love with a vision of England and Englishness – an England that had quite possibly never existed beyond the pages of these books: an England of warm summer rain, and wet greenery, and apple blossom; winding rivers and willow trees, and country pubs with roaring fires. The England of the Famous Five, and Peter Pan and Wendy; King Arthur and Camelot; Wuthering Heights and Jane Austen, Shakespeare – and Tennyson.


			And it was here that Sebastian first entered Mariana’s story, when she was just a little girl. Like all good heroes, he made his presence felt long before his appearance. Mariana didn’t know what he looked like yet, this romantic hero in her head, but she was sure he was real.


			He was out there – and one day, she’d find him.


			And then, years later, when she first arrived in Cambridge as a student, it was so beautiful, so dreamlike, she felt as if she had stepped into a fairy tale – into an enchanted city from a poem by Tennyson. And Mariana felt sure she would find him here, in this magical place. She would find love.


			But the sad reality, of course, was that Cambridge wasn’t a fairy tale; it was just a place, like any other. And the problem with Mariana’s flight of fancy – as she discovered years later in therapy – was that she had brought herself with her. At school, struggling to fit in, she had wandered the corridors during the break times, lonely and restless as a ghost – gravitating towards the library, where she felt comfortable, finding refuge. And now, as a student at St Christopher’s College, the same pattern repeated itself: Mariana spent most of her time in the library, making only a few friends with other similarly shy, bookish students. She received no interest from any of the boys in her year, and no one asked her out.


			Perhaps she wasn’t attractive enough? She looked less like her mother than like her father, with his dark hair and striking dark eyes. Years later, Sebastian would often tell Mariana how beautiful she was, but the problem was she never really felt it, inside. And she suspected, if she was beautiful, it was solely because of Sebastian: basking in the warmth of his sunlight, she blossomed like a flower. But that came later – initially, as a teenager, Mariana had little confidence in her appearance, which wasn’t helped by the fact she had such bad eyesight, forcing her to wear ugly, thick glasses from the age of ten. At fifteen, she started wearing contact lenses, and wondered if that might make her look and feel differently about herself. She’d stand in front of the mirror, peering at her reflection – trying but failing to see herself clearly, and never quite happy with what she saw. Even at that age, Mariana was dimly aware that attractiveness had something to do with the internal world: an inner confidence that she lacked.


			Nonetheless, like the fictional characters she adored, Mariana believed in love. Despite an inauspicious first two terms at university, she refused to give up hope.


			Like Cinderella, she held out for the ball.


			St Christopher’s College ball was held on the Backs – large stretches of grass leading down to the water’s edge. Marquees were erected, filled with food and drink, music and dancing. Mariana had arranged to meet some friends but couldn’t find them in the crowd. It had taken all her courage to come alone to the ball, and she was regretting it. She stood by the river, feeling horribly out of place among these beautiful girls in ball gowns and young men in evening dress – all of whom brimmed with boundless sophistication and confidence. Her own feelings, Mariana realised, her sadness and shyness, were totally incongruous with the merriment of her surroundings. Standing here on the sidelines – looking at life from the fringes – was clearly Mariana’s proper place; it had been a mistake for her ever to have imagined otherwise. She decided to give up, and return to her room.


			And at that moment, she heard a loud splash.


			She looked around. There were further splashes, and sounds of laughter and shouting. Nearby, on the river, some boys were messing about on rowing boats and punts – and one of the boys had lost his balance and toppled in.


			Mariana watched the young man splashing around, and then surfacing in the river. He swam to the bank and pulled himself out, emerging like some strange mythical creature, a demigod born in water. He was only nineteen then, but he looked like a man, not a boy. He was tall, muscular, and soaking wet; his shirt and trousers were sticking to him, his blond hair plastered across his face, blinding him. He reached up, parted his hair, peered out – and saw Mariana.


			It was a strange, timeless moment – that first moment they saw each other. Time seemed to slow down, flatten, and stretch. Mariana was transfixed, held in his gaze, unable to look away. It was an odd feeling, a bit like recognising someone – someone she had once known intimately, and couldn’t quite place where or when they had lost touch.


			The young man ignored the jeering calls of his friends. And with a curious, widening smile, he made his way over to her.


			‘Hello,’ he said. ‘I’m Sebastian.’


			And that was it.


			‘It was written’ is the Greek expression. Meaning, quite simply, from that moment on, their destinies were sealed. Looking back, Mariana would often try to recall the details of that fateful first night – what they spoke about, how long they danced, when they had their first kiss. But try as she might, the specifics slipped through her fingers like grains of sand. She could only remember they were kissing as the sun came up – and from that moment on, they were inseparable.


			They spent their first summer together in Cambridge – three months cocooned in each other’s arms, untroubled by the outside world. Time stood still in this timeless place; it was always sunny, and they spent their days making love, or having long drunken picnics on the Backs, or on the river, sailing under stone bridges and past willow trees and cows grazing in open fields. Sebastian would punt, standing on the back of the boat and plunging the pole down into the riverbed to propel them along, while Mariana, tingling with alcohol, trailed her fingers in the water, gazing at the swans gliding past. Although she didn’t know it at the time, she was already so deeply in love, there was no way out again.


			On some level, they became each other – they joined, like mercury.


			That’s not to say they didn’t have their differences. In contrast to Mariana’s privileged upbringing, Sebastian was brought up with no money. His parents were divorced and he wasn’t close to either of them. He felt they hadn’t given him a good start in life; and that he had to make his own way, right from the beginning. In many ways, Sebastian said he related to Mariana’s father, and the old man’s drive to succeed. Money mattered to Sebastian too, because, unlike Mariana, he grew up without it, so he respected it, and was determined to make a good living in the city, ‘so we can build something secure for us and the future – and for our kids’.


			That’s how he spoke at just twenty: so ridiculously grown-up. And so naive to assume they would spend the rest of their lives together. They lived in the future in those days, endlessly planning it – and never speaking of the past, and of the unhappy years leading up to their meeting. In many ways, Mariana and Sebastian’s lives began when they found each other – in that instant they first saw each other by the river. Mariana believed their love would go on forever. That it would never end—


			Looking back, was there something sacrilegious in that assumption? A kind of hubris?


			Perhaps.


			For here she was, alone on this train, on this journey they had made together countless times, at various stages in their lives and in different moods – mostly happy, sometimes not – talking, reading, or sleeping, Mariana’s head resting on his shoulder. These were the uneventful mundane moments she would give anything to have back again.


			She could almost imagine him here – in the carriage, sitting next to her – and if she glanced at the window, she half expected to see Sebastian’s face reflected there, next to hers, superimposed on the passing landscape.


			But instead, Mariana saw a different face.


			A man’s face, staring at her.


			She blinked, unnerved. She turned from the window to glance at him. The man was sitting opposite her, eating an apple. He smiled.
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