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Sarah


The world is black. The sun above me is black.


I stand, head thrown back, eyes wide open. I try to drink in the moment, to commit it to memory, to block out any other thought. The trees are rustling softly, almost ceremonially. Only the birds high in the branches seem unimpressed: they sing as if to spite the darkness, as if singing is all that matters. The sun is black and I stand and bask in the sight. There is no more warmth. No light.


This is not the first eclipse of the sun I have witnessed. When I think of the first, I have to smile, in spite of everything. Philip had wanted to get out of town and go to the woods—he thought the birds would suddenly stop singing when the sun went dark and wanted to know if he was right. I wanted to stay in town with our friends—all of us together, young and silly and keyed up, with our special glasses on our noses. I talked him round. It wasn’t hard—back then he was happy to let me talk him into all kinds of things. He made one last attempt to persuade me, saying how much more romantic it would be in the woods, just the two of us, but I said, ‘Don’t be soppy!’ and he laughed and we ended up staying in town with the others.


The strange thing is that I can’t remember the eclipse itself. I remember all the rest—our friends’ chatter, the music coming from the radio, and a smell of burning because someone had put sausages on the barbecue and forgotten about them. I remember Philip’s hand in mine. I remember that we ended up taking off our glasses because they got in the way of kissing. We held each other’s hands and must have missed the moment. For the first time, though, we talked about the future. I had always refused up until then—the future wasn’t something I believed in. But someone had said that the next eclipse of the sun we’d see would be in 2015 and that there wouldn’t be another one until 2081, and that was real—I could believe in that. We worked out that Philip would be almost forty at the next eclipse and I’d be thirty-seven. We laughed at the sheer madness of the thought that we would one day be that old, but we promised one another we’d be more careful next time, that we’d see the black sun and that we’d see it together—in the woods, so that Philip could find out if he was right about the birds.


And here I am now, thirty-seven years old, standing in a small clearing alone in the middle of the woods. I am staring at an enormous black sun and it stares back at me and I wonder if Philip can see it too—if it’s visible wherever he is. Our son will be seventy-five at the next eclipse—I will no longer be around and Philip will no longer be around. Today was our last chance. As I stand here watching the moon edge its way across the last sliver of sun, I realise that Philip was wrong—the birds around me aren’t any quieter at all. I wonder whether he would have been disappointed or pleased and tell myself that it no longer matters. Philip isn’t here anymore, I think. Philip has gone. Philip has disappeared. Philip has fallen off the edge of the world.


And at that moment the birds stop singing.




The hairdresser has a beautiful face with prominent cheekbones. His hands are slim and feminine. I was hesitant to enter the salon and deliberately walked past a few times before pushing open the door. Now I am sitting here in a swivel chair, at the mercy of this man.


Fingers spread, he runs his pianist’s hands through my hair, which is so long now I can almost sit on it. He does it once, twice, three times, all the way from the roots to the tips, making admiring noises, and a colleague who introduces herself as Katja comes over and does it too. The physical contact embarrasses me—it is far too intimate. For so many years there was only one person allowed to touch my hair, and that person loved it. He rested his head on it, dried his tears with it. But I let the two of them have their fun and pretend to be pleased at their compliments. Eventually they stop oohing and aahing and Katja goes back to dealing with her customer’s extensions.


‘So,’ says the hairdresser, his fingers already twining through my hair again. ‘You want the ends trimmed?’


I swallow drily.


‘I want the whole lot off.’


The hairdresser—his pretentious name has slipped my mind—gives a brief giggle, but falls silent when he realises that I’m not laughing with him, that this isn’t a joke. He looks at me. I am prepared. I rifle through my handbag, produce a page torn out of a fashion magazine, hold it up and point.


‘Like that,’ I say. And then, as if to reassure myself, I say it again: ‘Like that. That’s what I want.’


The hairdresser takes the glossy page from my hand and studies it. At first he frowns, then the steep line bisecting his forehead vanishes. He looks at me, looks at the magazine again, and eventually nods.


‘Okay.’


I breathe a sigh of relief, glad not to have to argue with him. I’m a grown woman, and I hate it when other people think they know what’s good for me. Patrice—the hairdresser’s name has suddenly come back to me—is enough of a pro not to challenge me. He sets out his equipment on the little table in front of the mirror: scissors and combs, brushes, liquids and sprays, and a hair dryer with an assortment of nozzles. A hand mirror, which he will presumably use later to show me what my hair looks like at the back, is lying on a stack of magazines. But it slides off the slippery surface of the tower and falls to the ground. Patrice curses and bends down to pick it up. The glass is lying in smithereens on the floor.


‘A broken mirror brings seven years’ bad luck,’ I say.


The hairdresser looks at me, startled, his brown eyes wide, and gives a nervous laugh. How wonderful to be afraid of bad luck—it means, after all, that it hasn’t yet found you. I could smash up an entire hall of mirrors and it wouldn’t make the slightest bit of difference to me.


Seven years ago my husband disappeared without trace on a business trip to South America. I’ve been waiting for him ever since, my life on hold—seven years of hopes and fears and a lost feeling so intense that sometimes all I wanted was to wipe every last memory of Philip from my mind.


I’ve already put seven years’ bad luck behind me.


Patrice fetches another mirror without a word. Then he carefully gathers the biggest pieces and sweeps up the rest. I keep quiet and let him get on with it. I close my eyes and run my hands through my hair, very tenderly, as if I were fingering precious lace. Like my mother, many years ago. Like Philip, once upon a time—and no one since. Philip, playing with my hair.


I think of our first night together, water all around us and stars overhead, my wet hair draped over my naked shoulders like a cloak, drops of water glistening on Philip’s skin. No sound, apart from our breathing. Darkness. The world suddenly tiny, shrunk so small that there’s no room for anyone but us. A cocoon of silence and stars. And Philip’s hand in my hair.


‘Okay,’ the hairdresser says. ‘Ready?’


He has cleared away the broken glass and is standing behind me, a pair of scissors in his hand.


I nod.


With his other hand he grasps a hank of my hair and lifts it, then he catches my eye in the mirror.


‘Sure?’ he asks.


I swallow.


‘Sure,’ I say.


He puts the scissors to my head and starts snipping.


I can hear my hair screaming. It is a frail, silvery sound, like a whimpering child, like a whisper. I close my eyes.


The hairdresser works in silence, swift and efficient. Soon there is nothing left—nothing to run your fingers through dreamily.


I mourn my hair with three big, silent tears that fall to the ground as softly as the first snow of winter. Then I dry my eyes, get up, pay and leave the salon. Life goes on—at last.




That roller-coaster feeling you get in your stomach when you’ve done something you can’t undo—deliberately smashed up a priceless family heirloom, finally spoken a terrible truth, broken with the past—that feeling is still with me when I get home. I can’t put it any better—I’m not good with words. But there’s a warm heaving and churning in the pit of my stomach, as if I’d been drinking homemade liquor. My footsteps echo off the walls. This house, rather a grand one, left to me, if you like, by Philip, has been my home for many years, and yet I still feel out of place here. Its cool elegance suits me as little as the long, straight hair I’ve had hanging down my back all my life, like a fairy princess in a storybook. Maybe it’s time to move out, I think—find a place that suits me better. For Leo and me.


I push the thought aside.


One thing at a time.


I go into the bathroom, wash the dust and dirt of the outside world off my hands and look at myself in the mirror over the basin. Since carrying this secret around with me, I have the feeling that everyone must see it in my face, but it’s nonsense. My face looks the same as ever. I hazard a smile at the woman with the short brown hair who suddenly looks boy-like rather than fairy-like, and she smiles back. I leave the bathroom, take my shopping bags into the kitchen and am about to start getting dinner ready when I remember something: the plastic bag the hairdresser gave me.


I find my handbag in the hall, open it and take out the bag of hair. I have no idea what to do with it, but I’m certainly not going to hang on to it like a sentimental idiot. There are enough ghosts in this place as it is, and they don’t need hair to play with. Without stopping to think, I go out the back door to the covered area where we keep the bins. It feels strange carrying my hair in my hand, holding something that was once part of me.


Telling myself to be strong and get on with it, I undo the loose knot tied in the bag and slide my hair into the compost bin. I close my eyes for a second. There it is again—Philip’s hand in my hair, in the small hollow at the base of my skull. My chest suddenly tightens and my cheeks flush warm. For a moment I can’t get my breath, but I soon chase away the thoughts I must have brought back from the clearing with me—taunting woodland sprites who go off reluctantly, murmuring and giggling—and then I can breathe again. The lid of the compost bin is still in my hand, and when I look down I can see my hair, lying there among the wilted flowers, coffee filters, potato scrapings, orange peel and eggshells. I look away, clap on the lid and go back inside.


I had been dreading today—the day of the eclipse. For so much of my life I have been steering towards it, and I often wondered what I would feel when it arrived. On that day, I was convinced, all the hurt I had buried, the questions I had forced down, would be washed to the surface as if by a ravaging flood. And now that day has come and almost gone, like so many other days. It hasn’t swept me away. I am still here, and the pain and bitterness have subsided. Since leaving the hairdresser’s, I feel as if I’d done something thrilling and forbidden, like a teenager who’s just smoked her first cigarette on the sly: a little queasy, a little dizzy—but free.


I sort out my shopping, packing everything for Mrs Theis next door into a big paper bag and putting it to one side. I’ll get Leo to take it round later. Our old neighbour isn’t as steady on her feet as she was and doesn’t have a car—I’ve been doing her shopping for about a year now. Usually I like to have a chat with her when I drop it off, even if she is a funny old stick, but today I don’t feel like getting caught up in a conversation.


I have a lot to do. Have to get everything ready for the dinner party and then pick Leo up from Miriam’s. I’m hoping to catch my best friend on her own—I need to tell somebody what I’ve done. Or rather, what I haven’t done.


Better hurry then. I take the chicken I bought earlier—free-range, organic—and lay it on the kitchen counter, almost dropping it on the floor. I’m ridiculously nervous. I tell myself it’s no big deal. Just a few friends to dinner. No big deal. At least, it shouldn’t be. Unless, of course, it’s years since you last had any friends round to the house.


Things change, I tell myself. I turn on the oven and take out the olive oil, salt and pepper, the bunch of fresh thyme I went specially to the market for, a few stalks of parsley, a bulb of garlic, a tin of fennel seeds and two lemons, setting everything out on the bench as if preparing for some elaborate game. I examine the chicken, wrapped tight in its plastic packaging. It’s years since I cooked a chicken. Leo doesn’t like eating meat of any kind. He takes after his father in that respect—Philip turned vegetarian when he was still a teenager, and I followed suit when we moved in together. My guilty conscience pricks me for a second, but I shake it off. Doesn’t matter now. I’ve got guests coming and they’re not vegetarian, so we’re having chicken—chicken with salad and potatoes.


I take a deep breath, smooth a non-existent strand of hair behind my ear and unpack the chicken. It looks sad and somehow ridiculous, its flesh exposed, with no head and no feathers. At first it’s hard even to touch its dead skin—I feel nothing but coldness, the coldness of a corpse. The life that once inhabited this strange little body has long since flown from it, who knows where. It seems bizarre that I am standing here, planning to cook something that once ran about, pecking grain, but I pull myself together and push the thought aside. It’s time I stopped thinking Philip’s thoughts, it really is.


I take the chicken in both hands, give it a quick rinse under running water and pat it dry with kitchen paper. I cast an eye over the recipe I found in one of my old cookbooks and make sure I haven’t forgotten anything.


Then I strip the thyme leaves from the stems, put them in the mortar with a little salt and plenty of olive oil and begin to crush them. When I’ve finished, and the kitchen has begun to smell of herbs, I dip my hands in the marinade and begin to rub it into the chicken’s skin. It feels strange to be doing this, like some archaic, occult ritual: herbs, oils and dead animals. Witchcraft. I watch myself performing these rites as if I were an actor in a film.


When I’ve rubbed oil all over the chicken, I cut the lemons, crush the garlic and chop the parsley for the stuffing. Once, many years ago, when roast chicken was my favourite food, I could stuff a bird without thinking about it. Now I hesitate, but eventually I grit my teeth and push the lemon, herbs and garlic into the cavity until no more will fit. The chicken is cold on the inside, too, cold and dead, and it couldn’t care less what I’m doing to it. What’s dead is dead. What is dead feels no pain. What is dead doesn’t suffer. What is dead is invulnerable.


I have so often wondered whether Philip is dead, but I could never really imagine it. Sometimes, on particularly dark nights, I have almost wished he was dead. So I could be sure—so I’d know it for a fact. To have it over with.


I put the chicken in the hot oven and begin to peel potatoes. Then a word comes to me.


A word for this feeling of newness coursing through my body.




A fresh. I’m beginning afresh.


The summer is back. In the sky above me, swifts are jousting with the wind. Miriam’s front garden reminds me of my beloved gran’s—a hotchpotch of marigolds and morning glories, sunflowers and honeysuckle, roses, poppies, delphiniums and dahlias. On the little patch of lawn is a child’s bike. Martin’s car isn’t in its usual spot outside the house, so I’m in time to catch Miriam on her own. I press the bell. Beneath it, a sign decorated with a hedgehog reads in clumsy letters: Mum, Dad, Justus and Emily. The second I take my finger from the bell, Miriam appears in the door, looking tired but happy. Her ash blond hair is pulled back into a short ponytail. Behind her glasses, her eyes are slightly red from lack of sleep.


‘Oh my God,’ she says impulsively. ‘Look at you!’


I’m not surprised—I knew she’d be shocked.


Then Miriam gets a grip on herself. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. You look…’ She pauses. ‘You look great. Different. Older somehow, but at the same time younger. I don’t know how to describe it, but I like it.’


I smile at her.


‘Thanks.’


‘Come on in,’ she says. ‘The boys are upstairs.’


I adore Miriam’s lovely, rather chaotic house, home of the M&M’s—Leo’s nickname for Miriam and Martin—and their children. There are always toys lying about, always a vase full of brightly coloured flowers from the garden. A faint smell of cooking wafts towards me, and from upstairs come the usual rumbustious sounds of boys at play.


‘Calm down, boys!’ Miriam calls, but gets no reaction.


She rolls her eyes and I have to smile. I love being here, in this completely normal house with this completely normal family. Emily, Justus’s six-month-old sister, will be sleeping peacefully in her cot, oblivious to the antics of her eight-year-old brother and his best friend.


‘Is that Sarah?’ I hear Martin’s voice, and a moment later he is rounding the corner, a drill in his hand.


I hastily swallow my disappointment. Maybe it’s for the best.


‘Whoa!’ says Martin. ‘Love the hair!’


I laugh.


‘Really?’ says Miriam, pretending to be annoyed. ‘I only have to say I want my ends trimmed and you launch a major protest, but when Sarah gets all her hair cut off, you love it?’


Martin chuckles. Then he remembers the drill in his hand.


‘Oh yeah,’ he says. ‘I dug this out for you. As promised.’


He holds it aloft for a moment, then deposits it by the front door so that I’ll remember to take it when I leave.


‘Great,’ I say. ‘Thanks.’


Martin is always keen to lend a hand when I need something done around the house, but I prefer to take care of things myself. I like banging nails into walls and drilling holes. You perform a simple action and get a clear, predictable outcome. You create order. You get things under control. I love order and control.


‘So?’ Martin says, grinning. ‘Have you got something to tell us?’


‘What do you mean?’ I ask.


‘Don’t they say that when a woman cuts her hair, there’s a man involved?’


‘Martin!’ Miriam exclaims in horror.


She knows I’ve been alone since Philip’s disappearance. She thinks I need protecting.


‘It’s all right,’ I say. ‘Martin’s never known when to mind his own business.’


He grins again. ‘How’s the training going?’ he asks.


‘Fine.’


I trained for my first marathon with Martin. Since then he’s stopped running because he has trouble with his knees, and I’ve progressed to triathlons.


‘You’re amazing,’ he says.


‘Oh, give it a rest.’


I glance at Miriam. Sometimes I worry that it might bother her, Martin showering me with attention the way he does—but she actually seems to like it. I think she feels sorry for me, even now, after all these years. In fact she probably told Martin to be especially nice to me back when we first met, and to offer his help with DIY jobs around the house.


‘Will you stay for dinner?’ Miriam asks.


‘No, I have guests of my own tonight,’ I say. ‘I can’t stay long.’


‘Ah yes, of course, the dinner party with your friends from work,’ Miriam replies.


I immediately begin to feel nervous. Miriam doesn’t notice.


From upstairs comes the sound of muffled laughter.


‘I’ll go and fetch Leo,’ says Martin, starting off up the stairs. He looks back at me, winks and is gone.


Miriam rolls her eyes as if she were annoyed, but really she loves Martin just the way he is. She knows where she is with him. He’s not an adventurer or a romantic or a seducer. He’s Martin the joker, Martin who likes manning the barbecue, Martin who still wears T-shirts of his favourite rock bands even though he’s pushing fifty, who loves to play with the kids, who’s fond of telling jokes and then laughs at them louder than anybody else, but without getting anyone’s back up, because he’s just so nice—because he’s Martin. Miriam sometimes complains that he never buys her flowers or springs romantic surprises on her. Privately, I always think, Not every man can be like Philip, but out loud I say, ‘What do you want with florist’s bouquets when you have a whole garden full of the most beautiful flowers?’


‘Hello, Mum,’ Leo calls from the top of the stairs. He runs down and gives me a hug, oblivious to the fact that I’ve had all my hair cut off.


Then he discovers the drill and abandons me again.


‘Cool,’ he breathes, holding it in front of him like a laser gun, taking aim at an imaginary enemy and firing. ‘Pew, pew! Pew, pew!’


‘All right then,’ I say, giving Miriam a kiss. ‘We’ll be on our way.’


‘Take care!’ she says.


I smile at her and wrest the drill from my son.


‘Bye, Martin!’ I call.


Martin’s head appears on the landing.


‘See you later, alligator,’ he calls after me.


I can’t see Miriam, but I know she’s rolling her eyes.


I feel light as I speed through town with Leo in the back seat, even though I didn’t manage to get anything off my chest. I probably couldn’t have done it anyway. Some things are just so hard to get out.




My dinner guests all turn up together: my colleagues Claudia and Mirko, and Claudia’s husband, Werner. It’s strange seeing them here. They look a little out of place—in fact they are out of place. They belong at school, not in my house. Mirko has come bearing flowers, Claudia and Werner have brought wine.


All three seem slightly ill at ease. I don’t know why. Is it the grand old house that makes them uncomfortable? Do they sense the presence of the ghosts of the past that live here with my son and me? Is it as strange for them as it is for me to see each other here, and not at school—as people rather than colleagues?


‘It’s lovely and cool in here,’ says Claudia. ‘The heat’s unbearable, isn’t it?’


The men agree, and we begin to chat. The ice is broken. They compliment me on my new haircut, which doesn’t seem to surprise any of them—unless they are hiding it very skilfully. I take the flowers and wine from my guests and thank them, noticing in passing that Mirko has decided on red roses, which I find strangely inappropriate, although I do not, of course, remark on it. I show everyone into the dining room, where I give them an aperitif. Then I excuse myself, going to put Mirko’s roses in water and check on dinner. Leo ate earlier in the evening and is playing in his room. All is well.


When I bring in the food, my guests are engaged in a lively debate about the most recent episode of Crime Scene. I realise how much the walls of the old house have longed to be filled with life. It’s been a while.


Over dinner, we talk about school—it’s hard not to—and eventually we end up discussing one of our colleagues, Katharina. ‘Her behaviour’s completely unacceptable,’ Claudia says. ‘The woman is constantly off sick, and when she does come in, she’s not prepared. For her, teaching biology means letting the children watch old David Attenborough documentaries on an endless loop.’


She gives a snort of disgust.


‘Why is she off so much?’ asks Werner, who has no idea who we’re talking about but seems happy to join in the conversation anyway.


‘Oh, last year she was off for a whole six months. Burnout, apparently,’ says Claudia.


‘You say that as if it didn’t exist,’ Mirko says.


Claudia shrugs.


‘Of course it exists. But seriously, I feel burnt out too—it doesn’t mean I sit at home on my backside. Or take Sarah. If anyone has it hard, she does! A single mother and then that terrible business with her husband. But Sarah makes it to work every day!’


Claudia looks at me for approval. I say nothing.


‘Don’t you agree?’ she persists. ‘Her behaviour’s outrageous.’


‘I’m not sure,’ I say. ‘I don’t think I know enough about Katharina’s situation to be able to judge.’


Claudia smiles.


It’s amazing. Since ‘that terrible business with my husband’, as Claudia puts it, no one argues with me anymore. No one tells me I’m wrong—I’m never questioned. As if I’d become a moral authority simply because I’ve suffered and managed to survive. Even argumentative people like Claudia let me say what I like. It sometimes drives me round the bend.


‘You’re just too good,’ says Claudia. ‘I don’t know how you do it.’


When I’ve cleared the table and return with the pudding, I find ‘Two Truths and a Lie’ in full swing, a game that’s very popular right now with the children at our school—and apparently with their teachers, too.


‘My turn,’ Claudia is saying. ‘Let’s see. Okay. Number one: I’ve been skydiving. Number two: I once had sex with a rock star after a concert. Number three: I have six toes on my left foot. One of those is a lie.’


‘The rock star’s a lie!’ I say.


‘No,’ Werner replies with a wry look. ‘The rock star’s true.’


Everyone laughs, and as Claudia slips off her shoe to show us the tiny sixth toe on her left foot, I realise how much I’m enjoying the evening.


‘That was pretty impressive,’ says Mirko, when we’ve all calmed down a bit. ‘But yeah, now it’s my turn.’


He thinks for a second, glancing in my direction.


‘Number one,’ he says, running his hand through his blond hair, ‘I speak fluent Japanese. Number two: When I was a teenager I rescued someone from a burning car. And number three: I’m in love. One of those is a lie.’


His gaze brushes my cheek. I avoid his eyes.


Werner and Claudia cheer. I open another bottle of wine.


‘Hmm,’ says Werner. ‘Say something in Japanese.’


‘What?’ Mirko asks.


‘Anything,’ says Werner.


Mirko spreads his arms in defeat.


‘Got me,’ he says.


‘You can’t go falling in love,’ Claudia tells him. ‘You’ll break the heart of every girl in the sixth form!’


I fill everyone’s glasses. Out of the corner of my eye I see Mirko looking at me with a smile.


‘Your turn, Sarah!’ says Claudia, but then I hear a little voice behind me.


‘Mum?’


It’s Leo, barefoot and in pyjamas.


‘What is it, darling?’ I ask, putting the wine down.


My son stares wide-eyed at the grown-ups at the table. Claudia and Werner both smile at him, but Mirko gets up and goes over to Leo. He bends down to him, gives him his hand and calls him the ‘man of the house’, which I find silly—until I see the smile on my son’s face.


‘Go on up. I’ll come and put you to bed in a second,’ I say and watch Leo pad off.


Then I turn to my guests to excuse myself, promising to be back down soon.


‘To be honest, Sarah, we need to head off soon anyway,’ says Claudia. ‘Werner has an early start tomorrow.’


‘Oh,’ I say, ‘okay.’


I glance at the clock. It’s only now that I realise how late it is. Time really has flown. So I must have had fun. The evening must have been a success.


‘It’s been wonderful,’ says Werner.


‘Yes, really wonderful,’ says Claudia. ‘You’ll have to come to our place next time. I’ll make my boeuf bourguignon.’


They get up and kiss me on the cheeks. Mirko gets up too. I lead the way to the front door, say goodbye to Claudia and her husband, thank them for coming, tell them how lovely it was to see them, realise as I say it that I mean it—and watch them disappear into the darkness.


‘Such a strong woman!’ I hear Werner say to Claudia, and I suppose he means me. I hate it when people say that. Strong woman. As if women usually weren’t. Strong, I mean.


I turn to Mirko. I thank him for the lovely evening and the flowers. Mirko looks me in the eye and gives me an awkward pat on the shoulder.


He was the only one who knew it was the first time in seven years I’d had guests in my house. You can tell Mirko that kind of thing.


We’re silent for a moment.


‘It was about time,’ he says and I nod.




Leo is waiting for me. He’s sitting in bed, his knees drawn up to his chin, the quilt pulled right up despite the warm night. Leo loves stories. It’s a deal we strike every evening—sleep in exchange for a story—but while I pretend to read to Leo for his sake, our nightly ritual is in fact my favourite part of the day. I need the fairytales just as much as my son does. After working our way through the Brothers Grimm last year, we’ve now started on Hans Christian Andersen. I don’t like him much—don’t like his strange, dark stories. They’re so different to the Grimms’ fairytales, where good and evil are so clearly delineated. I find the clarity and certainty of the Grimms’ tales comforting, and I’d be happy to read the story of the goose girl again, or even good old Cinderella or Sleeping Beauty, but Leo is obsessed by Andersen’s ‘Snow Queen’ at the moment. At first I thought he was fascinated by the mysterious figure of the queen herself, but what really enthrals him is the enchanted mirror at the beginning of the story.


I sit down on the edge of the bed. Leo says nothing, just looks at me in that calm, unruffled way of his. Sometimes he’s so like his father it’s almost unbearable. I smooth a damp strand of hair from his face.


‘Aren’t you hot, darling? Would you like a lighter quilt?’


Leo shakes his head. I suppose he’s imagining he’s in the Snow Queen’s palace, all built of snow and ice, and needs his heavy quilt, even if it is the middle of summer.


‘What would you like me to read today?’ I ask, though I know the answer already.


‘The Snow Queen,’ says Leo.


‘Right.’


I open the book and begin. I know the words so well by now that I tell the story rather than reading it. I tell Leo how the devil once fashioned a mirror that made all the beautiful things reflected in it dwindle to almost nothing, while all the bad things reflected in it got worse and worse. Leo looks at me with wide eyes that grow wider still when I say the word devil.


‘But,’ I continue, ‘one day the mirror shattered, and the little splinters went flying and anyone who got one in his eye saw everything twisted, or only had eyes for twisted things. Some people even got a splinter from the enchanted mirror in their hearts, and those people’s hearts turned to lumps of ice.’


It moves me every time to see Leo instinctively clutch his heart at this point and blink like mad, as if he wants to make sure that his heart is not a lump of ice and there’s nothing wrong with his eyes.


‘Mum!’ he says.


I look at him.


‘How do you know if your heart’s turned to ice?’ he asks.


At first I don’t know what to say.


You don’t feel anything the way you used to, I think. Joy is no longer a frenzied whirl, more a faint smile. Anger is no longer boiling hot, but at most lukewarm. Colours fade to grey, and you no longer know what people mean when they talk of happiness.


I lay my hand on my son’s chest and feel his little heart beating, fast and alive. Tears well up, I don’t know why, but I blink them back before Leo can see them. He looks up at me intently, his earnest little face close to mine, waiting to see what I’ll say.


I force a smile. ‘Lumps of ice don’t throb.’


Leo nods, apparently convinced. Then he lays his hand on my chest. For a second I have the irrational fear that he won’t feel a heartbeat—that one of the splinters from the devil’s mirror has caught me unawares, and that I no longer have a heart in my chest—only a lump of ice as big as a fist. My son frowns, pressing his hand down a little more firmly, and then his face brightens. He says nothing—just withdraws his hand and sinks back onto his pillow, satisfied. I fight back the tears rising in my throat.


‘Keep reading, Mum,’ Leo says.


So I do as he asks, and we set off together through a cold and treacherous winter’s night, our hearts pounding.




The silence has returned to my big empty house. Leo has fallen asleep at last—I have breathed a careful kiss on his forehead, switched off the light, left his room and closed the door noiselessly behind me.


I am lying in bed when I hear it.


A strange, indefinable sound.


A…rumbling.


Someone is in the house.


I’m on my feet at once, groping for my jeans, which I’ve only just taken off, and for my mobile, until I remember that it’s on the dining-room table. The landline handset is in the charging dock, at the other end of the house. Damn.


I open the bedroom door cautiously and stop and listen. I stand there as if frozen, all my senses sharpened, but I hear nothing—only my breathing and the familiar creaking of the house. I’m exhausted. I close my eyes for a moment, take a deep breath—and hear it again: a rumbling sound. Now I’m having trouble breathing. Only the wind, I tell myself, but I don’t believe it.


It probably isn’t wise and I don’t know why I do it, but I set off down the dimly lit passage towards the sound. Again I stop, uncertain which way to go, but this time I don’t have to wait long before I hear it again. My scalp contracts painfully. I’m scared. The sound is coming from the living room—there’s something there, just behind the door, only a few steps away. I hold my breath, rigid with fear, and suddenly all is quiet. I don’t know what to do, but I know I can’t just turn and walk away. I don’t know how I know, but I have to open the door—I have no choice.


Again there is a rumbling, horrible and indefinable. Whatever is on the other side of the door, it’s waiting for me. I grasp the doorhandle and push it all the way down. I know I mustn’t see what’s behind the door—that it will kill me to see what’s behind it—but I can’t stop myself. As I fling it open, the rumbling sound rolls over me like thunder. I hear myself scream—and at last I wake up.


For a moment I stare breathlessly into the darkness. Don’t think about the dream, I tell myself. Go back to sleep. But I can’t. I never can. I’m so much more susceptible to black thoughts at night. They creep up on me as I lie here. I think of solar eclipses—the first one, all those years ago, and today’s. I think of my son’s damp little hand pressing against my chest, trying to find my heart to make sure it hadn’t turned to ice. And I think of all those doors, and lurking behind them, all the dangers I can’t protect myself against—and certainly can’t protect Leo against. I think to myself that the world is a dangerous, dangerous place where I can’t survive alone.


It’s a long time since I dreamt of the rumbling noise behind the door, and I wonder what it was that triggered the nightmare again—especially now I think I know what’s on the other side. I toss and turn in bed, as if the dark thoughts can be scared off like ravens, with a sudden movement, but they are here to roost.


Number one, I think: I’m a cheat.


Number two: I have killed someone.


Number three: I have a tattoo in a secret place.


One of those is a lie.




Summer 2008


The moment just before it happens, he thought—that moment when you know it’s going to happen, but before it actually does. That moment is everything.


It was like the fluid, apparently effortless movements that take ballerinas years of practice to master—and at the same time entirely spontaneous. As if by some secret and unspoken arrangement, they began to turn their heads, his blond head one way, her dark curls the other. Then their lips met.


It was their first kiss—he saw that at a glance. The thrill quivering between the two of them was palpable.


He’s amazed at how soft her lips are, Philip thought, looking out of the corner of his eye at the young couple sitting across from him. Whenever you kiss a woman for the first time, you can’t believe how soft her lips are. No matter how many women you’ve kissed before, it never fails to astonish.


The two of them were alone in the world. For them, there was no boarding area filled with people sneaking looks at them, no terminal and no airport. No Hamburg, no Germany, no world—only the two of them, only warmth, moisture, breath, lips.


It was, of course, only biochemical processes being played out. The two of them were merely entering into an intuitive exchange of saliva to check for genetic compatibility—that was all there was to kissing. Anything else, thought Philip, averting his gaze at last, is mysticism—romantic nonsense. At once the airport noises around him grew louder, as if somebody had turned up the volume: people talking, announcements, clacking heels, ringing phones, laughter. Philip left his seat by the gate and went for a wander.


Today is my eleven thousand, eight hundred and seventy-fifth day on earth, he thought. Eleven thousand, eight hundred and seventy-four times he had woken up and opened his eyes, always with the same question at the back of his mind: what kind of day will it be today? Then he had lived through the day and gone to sleep again, and eleven thousand, eight hundred and seventy-four times he had lain and dreamed.


An old friend of his had once chosen to celebrate his eleven thousand, one hundred and eleventh day on earth instead of his thirtieth birthday, and since then Philip sometimes did the sums.


As he watched the planes taking off and landing, he took stock of his life. It was important to do this from time to time, so you knew where you’d been, and where you were going.


I had a moderately happy childhood, he thought. I got through my teenage years without any major disasters. I fell in love seven times before I met my wife. I studied business, buried my father, married, fathered a child. I’m the head of a large enterprise and good at my job.


A successful life—a fulfilling life.


But that isn’t all, he thought. I’ve done something else.


Philip ran his hand through his hair, suddenly craving a cigarette although he hadn’t smoked for years.


He bought himself a packet and joined the other mute figures in the smokers’ lounge.


He couldn’t stop thinking about the way he had left Sarah.


He should have told her—should have told her before now, certainly—but he hadn’t, and this had been his last chance. He’d drunk his coffee and watched the baby, steadied by Sarah, padding across the kitchen on those fat little legs that never failed to draw squeals of delight from elderly ladies. He’d watched him almost trip over the edge of the cream rug, catch himself, carry on. It occurred to him what a miracle it was to have a wife and a healthy child. He knew he should be grateful, but he wasn’t.


This is my punishment, he thought. I knew I’d be punished one way or another for what I did.


Sarah had turned to him, as if she’d felt his gaze on her back, and forced a smile.


Ask me, he thought. Ask me whether I’m all right, how I’m feeling—anything. Ask me one of those stupid questions you always used to annoy me with.


But Sarah had just busied herself with the baby and hadn’t given him another glance. He could still see the kink left in her long, loose hair by the hairband she tied it back with at night. He would have liked to touch her hair. On the table, there had been brightly coloured flowers—ranunculus, if he was not mistaken—the only dab of colour in a monochrome room done out all in cream.


The entire house was so awfully beige—almost completely drained of colour—but he hadn’t noticed until now. His mother, Constanze, had decorated it entirely to her own taste: beige upholstery, lots of antique wood and, on the walls, framed prints of nautical motifs. They had made very few changes out of respect for the old woman, who after moving to a smaller and more manageable place had been in the habit of inviting herself to tea and deploring so much as the slightest change in ‘her’ house. After a while, he supposed, they must simply have given up and acclimatised themselves to its cold restraint, the cream-coloured elegance that suited Constanze, but not her son—and certainly not his down-to-earth wife with her love of vibrant colours.


The flowers Sarah bought at the market every week were the only thing that gave the rooms life. He was surprised that she still found the time for such details—for agreeable, pointless activities like buying flowers and trimming them and arranging them in vases. But perhaps it was precisely such small, unimportant details that kept Sarah going.


From the outside, their marriage looked the same as ever, but things between them had changed. He had forgotten the simplest things: how to stroke your wife’s hair or kiss her goodbye, how to play with your year-old baby—sometimes even how to breathe. When had they begun to slip out of control? Was it really on that fateful night? Or had it started before that?


As the time approached for him to leave, Philip had struggled with his conscience. Should he tell her? He’d watched the hands on the kitchen clock jerk forward, minute by minute, until it was too late to broach the subject. He’d given Sarah a kiss on the forehead and turned to go.


Sarah had always come to the door with him and watched him leave when he was setting off on a long journey. Countless times she’d stood in the doorway, waving until he was out of sight. He’d felt her gaze on his back as he got in the car—seen her grow smaller and smaller in the rear-view mirror as he drove away. At first he’d thought it sweet, then he’d come to regard it with indifference. At some point he’d started to find it silly, and in the end he’d stopped noticing. But on this day he was glad of the ritual. It meant that she still loved him, and he knew now he couldn’t take that for granted.


And somehow it had been nice to know what was coming as he set off on his trip. That small, loving gesture that said: no matter what accusations we’ve hurled at each other, no matter how many spanners Constanze has thrown into the works, no matter what has happened, we can keep going. He had been grateful, and it had pleased him to know that he was still capable of feeling some kind of emotion.


He had gone out the door, feeling Sarah’s gaze on his back as always, and resolved to do something he had never done before because it had always seemed faintly ludicrous to him. He resolved to get into his Mercedes as usual—and then lower the window and wave to Sarah. She would see him wave and know that he still loved her. And she would smile. Unselfconsciously. The way she used to.


Philip had gone down the front steps, turned to face Sarah and smiled—just in time to see her close the door and disappear into the house. That was it. No wave, no ritual, no comfort. Only the milk-white front door, flanked by a number eleven.


As he got into the car, he could taste autumn in the air—tiny particles of the first frost and rotting leaves—the way cats supposedly smell approaching death in the fatally ill. On the way to the airport it began to rain. Grey rods, as thick as bars, connected sky and earth.


Queasy from the cigarette, Philip stubbed it out and returned to the gate to sit down—this time as far as possible from the smooching couple. Most of the black vinyl seats were occupied by businesspeople, grey men like him, tapping away at their laptops or phones. Only a handful of obligatory tourists were scattered between them, as garish as exotic birds.


Earlier, rummaging around for his ticket, he’d discovered that Sarah had put an apple in his bag. He didn’t know whether this pleased or annoyed him. If he’d wanted an apple, he’d have taken one himself. His wife’s strange mixture of patronising solicitude and coolness—what was it all about?


He watched the people in the terminal building, each hurrying towards an uncertain fate, and as so often of late he was overcome by the thought that free will was a mere illusion. He wasn’t moving freely through life, but travelling on tracks that led him this way and that, regardless of what he wanted. It wasn’t up to him to take this turning or that, to choose between right and wrong, kindness and malice, love and hate. All he could do was hold on tight when the train took a bend, and occasionally stick his head out of the window and enjoy the feel of the wind in his face. Everything was hurtling towards some predestined end. He himself, Sarah, Leo—everything, everyone.


He’d never had thoughts like these in the past—none of this had started until that damn night. But maybe he was deceiving himself. Maybe it had all begun much earlier. He went over the situation again, step by step, as he had so many times in the past few months, and as always he felt overwhelmed by the force of what had happened. It was as if a freight train had crashed into him at full speed—a train he had had no chance of stopping. He searched his memory, but found no moment when he might have acted differently from the way he did. When had the train been set in motion? Was it when they’d left home that fateful evening? Or before? He found no answer to these questions.


Still, he should have told Sarah. Even if she didn’t deserve it.
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